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PREFACE 


'Xhe limits of this study, at first simply an inquiry mto the relations 
of Voltaire with Dryden, have gradually been extended as the effect of 
epic theory upon Voltaire’s critical writings and plays became apparent. 
Dryden’s conception of heroic tragedy has already been studied in 
numerous books and articles, and it has been generally recognized that 
his ideal was derived from a definite body of French critical dogma. In 
my own investigation I became convinced that the impact of French epic 
doctrine was direct and powerful and certainly significant in the case 
of Voltaire himself and that it would be worth while to re-examine his 
dramatic theory and practice in the light of this immediate influence. I 
have therefore attempted to build a background of dramatic criticism be- 
tween 1650 and 1750 and then place Voltaire’s critical comments and his 
plays against it. It also became evident that Voltaire thought of English 
tragedy and particularly of Dryden as possessing the epic qualities which 
he felt were lacking in the current French theater. Specific instances of 
Voltaire’s direct knowledge of Dryden have been brought together and 
reviewed in a transition chapter. "The analogy between Voltaire and 
Dryden has proved constantly useful, for Dryden was clear and precise 
in defining and defending his literary aim, while Voltaire apparently 
felt no need of justification since the gospel of epic tragedy had been 
preached by several generations of French critics. 

Voltaire, not only in the Henrtade and in his tragedies but m his life 
and writings in general, consciously sought to fulfill the neoclassic ideal 
of the epic poet, a fact that is relevant to this study although not my chief 
concern. According to this conception the poet should be legislator, 
philosopher, monarch of all the sciences, and a kind of preceptor to the 
state. Despite the pedantry and pomp of some of its seventeenth-century 
expositors there is something noble and civilized, something, perhaps, 
essentially French in this ideal. That Voltaire embodied it so worthily 
is, I think, one of his claims to greatness. 

The edition of Voltaire’s works quoted is that of Moland (52 volumes. 
Gamier, Paris, 1877-85) . References are to “CEuvres,” volume and page. 
For Dryden I have used the Scott-Saintsbury edition (18 volumes, Lon- 
don, 1882-93) except for the plays, for which I have gone to the Nonesuch 
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Press edition (London, 1931-32), edited by Montague Summers. The 
former is referred to as "Works” and the latter as “Nonesuch ed.” In 
quotations the original spelling and punctuation have been followed. 
Dates of plays refer to first performances. 

Most of my research was done at the Columbia University Library, 
the New York Public Library, and the Widener Library; my sincere 
thanks are due for their courteous assistance. 

I am grateful for helpful criticism to members of the French and Eng- 
lish faculties of Columbia University who read this work in manuscript. 
It is a particular pleasure to acknowledge my indebtedness to Professor 
Norman L. Torrey for many constructive suggestions while the work 
was in progress. Professor Jeanne Varney made a number of most valu- 
able suggestions in regard to the chapter on Voltaire’s style. I desire to 
express my thanks also to Professor Thomas W. Swedenberg, of the 
University of California at Los Angeles for permitting me to consult his 
work, before its publication, on the neoclassic theory of the epic in 
England. 

This study owes very much to my late brother Joseph Parker Russell, 
whose broad humanism has been an inspiration and whose resources of 
insight and encouragement were always so generously at my command. 

TRUSTEN WHEELER RUSSELL 

New Yorl( 

January 15, 1^46 
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CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION 

\^LrAiRE’s program for renewing French tragedy was essentially that 
of Rapin, Le Bossu, and Dacier, whose critical treatises, published durmg 
the last quarter of the seventeenth century, were decisive influences in 
determining the critical climate of France and England for three gener- 
ations. These critics maintained that since tragedy was essentially an 
epic poem in dramatic form, it should, like the epic poem, teach a moral 
lesson useful to the state, portray noble heroes to serve as examples of 
conduct, and be expressed in a metaphorical and elevated epic style. They 
did not originate this theory of the affinity between epic poem and 
tragedy, for it was inherent in neoclassic criticism; they simply gave it 
new emphasis and precision. In England similar views were held, and 
the Restoration and Augustan ages produced a kind of heroic tragedy, 
best represented by the plays of Dryden and by such formal Augustan 
tragedies as Addison’s Cato, which was similar m many respects, partic- 
ularly with regard to critical conception, to that of Voltaire. I have un- 
dertaken to present the evidence of this heroic conception of tragedy, 
to trace its source in neoclassic theory, and to show its importance for 
understanding Voltaire’s approach to the theater and his relations with 
the English stage. 

For the neoclassic community of critics which dominated western 
Europe from 1650 to 1750, the didactic epic was the crownmg glory of 
a nation’s literature, the goal of all worthy poets, and tragedy was con- 
sidered the representation in the theater of the mood and atmosphere 
of the epic poem. The epic poet was conceived to be a kind of official 
philosopher, whose role surpassed in importance even that of statesmen 
and military leaders. It was before such a background of extravagant 
homage to the epic genre that French poets of 1650-70 composed no 
less than forty epic poems. It was before this background that Milton 
conceived Paradise Lost, Dryden planned to write an Arthunad, and 
Pope translated the Iliad. 

There is evident in the writings of French critics of the final quarter 
of the seventeenth century a feeling of disappointment that France had 
somehow failed to find a great epic poet among the men of letters who 
graced the court of Louis XIV, a poet who could properly speak for 
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the glorious age and commemorate it in enduring verse as Virgil had 
done for the age of Augustus. A kind of critical enquSte was conducted 
into the failure of France to realize its supreme literary ambition, and 
the resulting deduction of French critics was apparently well expressed 
in Mal^zieu’s celebrated remark that “les Fran^ais n’ont pas la t£te 
epique.” It was due partly to this feelmg of frustration that critics in 
general and Dacier in particular tended to emphasize tragedy, a field 
in which they felt that France had more nearly approached perfection. 
It was generally conceded that the English possessed the seriousness and 
vigor, in both epic and tragic poetry, which the French lacked, although 
it was clearly perceived that the English were wholly without taste and 
were ignorant of or neglected the rules. In Milton, French critics recog- 
nized elements of outstanding epic genius, and in English tragedy they 
found a unique capacity for great and stirring subjects. Also the meta- 
phorical style of English poetry, they acknowledged, reflected the robust 
character of the people and made Racine seem effeminate by comparison. 
Their conclusion was that a kind of tragedy surpassing that of both 
ancients and moderns would be created if English vigor could be com- 
bmed with French taste and correctness. This formula came to be ac- 
cepted, verbally at least, by many leading critics of the day, including 
Voltaire. 

Voltaire’s program for the reform of the French theater was to give 
epic elevation to tragedy by infusing a moral lesson, by portraying 
grandiose events, and by heightening the style. These objectives formed 
the essential basis of Dacier’s conception of tragedy, and Dacier was 
of primary importance among early influences upon Voltaire. In turn- 
ing to English drama Voltaire was influenced by the views of Rapin, 
Samt-Evremond, Muralt, DuBos, and numerous lesser critics who em- 
phasized the superior capacity of the English for heroic poetry. More- 
over, it was neoclassic Restoration and Augustan tragedy, epic in style 
and theory and dominated by operatic spectacle and political and re- 
ligious propaganda which Voltaire saw when he visited England in 
1726-28. Shakespeare was played only in expurgated and adapted ver- 
sions, the genuine Shakespearean revival not coming until well after 
Z740, when restorations began to be made. Swift, for example, mentions 
Shakespeare only once in his writings, and Addison, in his An Account 
of the Greatest English Poets, makes no mention of him. When the 
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actor Quin, toward the middle of the century, heard Garrick read from 
a restored version of Macbeth, he asked what play it was. Even Garrick 
cut the grave diggers’ scene from Hamlet, to Voltaire’s satisfaction, and 
Dryden and Davenant’s opera version of The Tempest continued to he 
preferred until early in the mneteenth century. 

Voltaire found in the Enghsh Restoration and Augustan theaters not 
only a conception of formal tragedy cast in the same artificial mold as his 
own but also a philosophical content suited to his didactic purpose. Henri 
Peyre, in his Le Classictsme jrangais ^ points out that the neoclassic 
period in England corresponds to two difierent periods in French literary 
history. Enghsh ncoclassicism was contemporary with the philosophical 
and political speculations of Hobbes, Locke, and Mandeville and be> 
came permeated with the new ideas characteristic of the Enlightenment. 
Neoclassic doctrine held that a poet, before composmg a heroic poem, 
should look about him and decide what lesson was most needed by his 
nation. With the religious broils of the time constantly threatening a 
renewal of civil war, there was no doubt m the minds of Hobbes, 
Davenant, or Dryden that rehgious fanaticism was the chief evil of the 
day, and they seized upon the new doctrines to bolster their arguments 
against bigotry and to support their claims for a benevolent absolutism 
in government. France, m contrast, had its period of neoclassicism under 
Louis XIV, when liberalism in thought was officially frowned upon. 
In France, consequently, the Enhghtenment found little expression in 
prmt until after the death of that monarch in 1715. It is not surprising 
to have Voltaire say again and again that what struck him most in Eng- 
lish literature was the ability of Enghsh poets to argue philosophical 
and political questions in elevated verse. 

In fine, the record indicates, I think, that the theory of heroic tragedy 
inherent in neoclassic criticism and given new authority and precision 
in the last quarter of the seventeenth century by the treatises of Rapin, 
Le Bossu, and Dacier provides the background against which not only 
Restoration and formal Augustan tragedy in England but the tragedies 
of Voltaire as well must be placed. By examining Voltaire’s acquaintance 
with Dryden and the similarity not only of their conception of tragedy 
but also of their philosophical point of view I have emphasized that it 
was primarily the English theater of 1660-1725 which Voltaire had in 

^ Peyre, Le Classictsme frattfois, p. 197. 
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miod in his own innovations, not the Elizabethan stage. To the extent 
that Shakespeare was played m London during the first half of the seven- 
teenth century, his plays must be considered part of the background of 
Voltaire’s views on the English theater, and there can be little doubt 
that Voltaire borrowed some exterior incidents from Shakespeare’s plays, 
as he did from a heterogeneous group of London productions. In speak- 
ing of Dryden I have stressed the Drydcn of the Essay of Herotque Plays 
rather than the Dryden of the Preface to the Fables, because I believe 
that Voltaire never comprehended the underlying respect of Dryden 
for Shakespeare, but took him at his word when, at the height of his 
favor at the Stuart court, he declared that Shakespeare had written 
when English poetry was in its infancy and men were dull and con- 
versation was low. 

The heroic quality of Voltaire’s conception of tragedy has been recog- 
nized in a general way in recent Voltairian criticism. Emile Faguel, 
in commenting upon Voltaire’s idea of the proper subject matter for 
tragedy, said that Voltaire thought that tragedy ought to be “un poeme 
historiquc, ou mSme epique, mis sur la scene.” Similarly Andr^ Belles- 
sort, in his Essat sur Voltaire, in 1925, has the following to say in respect 
to the essential nature of tragedy as Voltaire saw it: 

C’^it bien ainsi qu’il concevait la trag^die. la plus touchantc des predica- 
tions, I’exaltation de la vertu, le spectacle effrayant du danger des passions, 
un appel H I’hunianite dans un langage qui ne ressemble pas 4 celui du 
peuple et dont la pompe doit avoir quelque chose de sublime, devant une 
assembl^e des plus belles personnes et des plus grands personnages.‘ 

Here, without saying “heroic" and without reference to critical doc- 
trines, Bellessort has given a definition of tragedy substantially as Dacier 
gave it: a moral lesson in elevated style portraymg “grandeur d’Sme” for 
the admiration and imitation of the nobility. Raymond Naves, in his 
Le GoUt de Voltaire (1938), defines epic in terms of style and says that 
for the eighteenth century it was “la presentation ceremonieuse, fierete 
du ton, style sentencieux et magnifique” and that it was exemplified in 
Voltaire’s tragedies. Naves writes: 

Le g^mc epique de Voltaire est mcontesuble, mais ce n’est shrement pas 
dans la Hennade qu’il apparatt le mieux, car il rev^t beaucoup plus aUement 
la forme oratoire que la forme narrative. C’est lui qui anime 4 peu pr^s toutes 

^ Bellessort, Etm lur Vt^lmre, p. 83. 
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ses trag&lies, particuliirement Ics trag^ies historiqiies qui, nous I’avons vu, 
correspondent le mieux i son goiit. Alimentc par certaines ressources du 
th^itrc anglais, il r^pand d’abord autour de ccs pieces une atmosph^e de 
combat, ou d’&neute, un cliquctis d’armes, des &dios de fanfares et de 
clamcurs populaires, extrimement propices au d^veloppement de la psy* 
chologie h6roique. Puis il se repand dans la trame des scenes, il colore Tflo- 
quence et renforce la versification ' 

To provide perspective for a discussion of Voltaire’s relations with 
the English theater it is essential to review the course of critical opinion 
in this regard. That there was a relation between Voltaire’s Alzire and 
Dryden’s The Indian Emperour was evidently the belief of the Abbe 
Dubourg as early as 17^3, for in translating Dryden’s play he changed 
the name of the Indian Queen to “Alsyre.” To the Abbe Yart, ten years 
later, the resemblance of Alzire to The Indian Emperour was the most 
obvious manifestation of Voltaire’s interest in the English theater. 

Two early nineteenth-century critics, Villemain and Demogeot, em- 
phasized Voltaire’s interest in Restoration and Augustan tragedy. Ville- 
main said that La Mart de Cisar and Brutus reflected the influence of 
Addison’s Cato rather than of Shakespeare’s Roman plays and that 
Voltaire had even borrowed from Addison’s play “quelques beaux 
traits." Of Dryden, Villemain said that Voltaire “dans son thefltre, a 
beaucoup profite de ce brillant pocte. 11 y a des ressemblances assez 
marquees entre la pompc de son Alzire, de sa Simiramis, et ces belles 
tirades rimces de Dryden, surchargees d’lmages Elegantes, mais un peu 
communes.” Demogeot, in his history of French literature, remarked 
similarly that Voltaire took Dryden “plus d’une fois pour modele” and 
that “comme chez notre brillant compatriote, on rencontre dans les 
tragedies de Dryden la tirade a effet, la sentence ambitieuse, I’image 
^clatante, mais anti-dramatique.” 

After the middle of the nineteenth century Voltaire’s numerous refer- 
ences to Shakespeare are taken more at their face value, and critics ac- 
cept the name of Shakespeare as a satisfactory symbol for the F.nglish 
theater in respect to any possible influence upon Voltaire. Voltaire’s 
Brutus and La Mort de CSsar are commonly linked with Jtdtus Caesar, 
Ztnre with Othello, Eriphyle and Simiramis with Hamlet, and Mahomet 
with Macbeth, Albert Lacroix, in his De I’tnftuence de Sha\espeare dans 
la littirature franpaise, 1856, assumes that Voltaire’s stage irmovatioos, in 

* Naves, Le GoOt de Voltatre, p. 475. 
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•o far as they represent English influence were inspired by Shakespeare. 
Henri Lion, in his Les Tragedies de Voltaire, 1895, takes a similar point 

view. He thinks, for instance, that Voltaire should have mentioned 
his obligation to Shakespeare’s Othello in his preface to Zatre.* 

Texte, in his Rousseau et Us oripnes du cosmopolittsme litUraire, 
1895, says that Voltaire’s references to English literature are for the most 
part second hand and can be traced in critical comments of previous 
English and French writers. But Texte accepts the view that Shakespeare 
is the chief influence in regard to Voltaire’s relations with the English 
theater. The same is true of the studies of Jusserand and Lounsbury. 
Jusserand, in his Shakespeare en France, published in 1899, menuons 
the resemblance between Voltaire’s Roman plays and Julius Caesar, 
between Zmre and Othello, EriphyU and Hamlet. Lounsbury in his 
Shakespeare and Voltaire, in 1902, asserts that no dramatist ever owed 
to another a more distinctive obligation than Voltaure did to Shake- 
speare,” and he scolds Voltaire for not admitting that in Zaire he was 
adapting Othello. He finds the “calumnies” against Shakespeare in the 
preface to Simiramis an attempt by Voltaire to conceal his debt to 
HamUt. 

But in all these studies it is also recognized that there is a gulf which 
separates the dramatic conceptions of Voltaire and Shakespeare. Lion 
says that the manner in which Voltaire uses suggestions from Shake- 
speare reveals his total lack of comprehension of Shakespeare. Texte 
and Jusserand agree that Voltaire’s borrowings are wholly exterior and 
indicate his superficial understanding of the plays he went to. Lounsbury 
declares that, although Voltaire’s Roman plays were probably inspired 
by Shakespeare, it is extremely difficult to trace any real influence, and 
he concludes that Voltaire, due to innate lack of insight into man’s 
spiritual nature, did not comprehend the true nature of Shakespeare. 
Texte, Jusserand, and Lounsbury all agree, also, that Voltaire’s blindness 
in regard to Shakespeare was characteristic of the literary age, not only 
in France but in England as well, and that Voltaire’s opinions of Shake- 
speare were an accurate reflection of the ideas of Bolingbroke, Chester- 
field, and other contemporary Englishmen with whom Voltaire talked. 

Lanson, in his Histoire de la literature franfoise, 1894, and Faguet, in 

* Uan, Let TragMet et let tUortet iramatiquet de Voluire, p. 73. 

* Loimibiiiy, Shakftpeere and Voltaire, p. 1x9. 
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teveral studies brought out in 1900, lend strength to the view that Vol* 
taire’s dramatic conceptions were more in harmony with the English 
theater of 1660-1725 than with Shakespeare. Lanson says that the Restora- 
tion and the reign of Queen Anne were the periods when En gl i s h and 
French critical ideas drew near enough together to allow an interpenetra- 
tion of influence. Dryden gave to Voltaire ‘Tid^e d’un drame plus vio- 
lent; Addison, par son Caton, I’instruisit k moraliser la tragedie, i y poser 
nettement la thise philosophique." 

Faguet, in university lectures published in the Revue des cours et 
confirences, concurs in Lanson’s opinion that Brutus and La Mart de 
Cisar were experiments in iimtation of English Augustan tragedy. 
Faguet repeats that Voltaire’s judgments of Shakespeare were the opin- 
ions of the English critics of the period and were based on neoclassic 
critical conceptions. But Faguet says also that Voltaire’s chief debt to 
English drama was the idea of putting heroes from his own country’s 
history on the stage, and that it was Shakespeare’s historical tragedies 
which gave him the idea. 

Edouard Sonet, in his Vcduure et Vtn^uence anglaise, published in 
1926, revived to a certain extent the question of Voltaire’s dek to Dryden. 
He points out that neoclassic critics of England generally preferred 
Dryden to Shakespeare and that Voltaire accepted their viewpoint. Sonet 
says that Voltaire’s opinions of ^akespeare reflected his reading of 
Dryden’s dramatic criticism and that Voltaire’s dramatic style was, to 
a certain extent, influenced by Dryden’s. 

Voltaire empruma i Dryden [writes Sonet] une certaine fl^gance, un certain 
luxe de langage, certains dAails bnllants [but Sonet adds ^at] tout ce que 
le th^ltre anglais lui foumit d’ld^s nouvdles, il le doit i Shakespeare. Cda 
ne I’emp&ha pas de placer Dryden au-dcssus de tous les 6crivains qui 
I’avaient prA;6d£.* 

F. C. Green, in Minuet, published in 1935, emphasizes the abyss which 
separates Voltaire’s conception of tragedy from that of Shakespeare. 
Professor Green says that, while some of Voltaire’s plays indicate defi- 
nite attempts to imitate Shakespeare, these attempts only show how im- 
possible it was for Voltaire to understand what Shakespeare meant by a 
tragic dilemma. Zaire, he says, is far from revealing Shakespearean in- 
fluence, but is rather proof of the impossibility of any real rapprochement, 

* Sonet, Voltaire et Vtnfiuenee angfaue, p. 43. 
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let alone fusion of French and English types of tragedy. He does think, 
however, that Voltaire was referring to Shakespeare when, in the pref- 
ace of Zmre, he said that he had obtained from the English the idea 
of representmg his nation’s history upon the stage. Professor Green’s 
conclusion is that English influence was limited to nonessentials and that 
Voltaire never understood Shakespeare’s art. 

In 1929 Norman L. Torrey, in an article in Modern Philology,^ em- 
phasized that there is no mention of Shakespeare in the English Note- 
book, in which Voltaire wrote down observations on English literature 
and quotations from English writers while he was in England and which 
he used m later years as a kind of commonplace book. Dryden, Profes- 
sor Torrey notes, is mentioned frequently, however, and hues from 
Dryden which Voltaire wrote down m the notebook he later paraphrased 
in an important passage in Zaire. There were four or five other note- 
books by Voltaire, bound together among the papers in the Voltaire 
hbrary in Leningrad, and some of the entries m these notebooks ap- 
parently date back to the tune of Voltaire’s visit to England. A photo- 
static reproduction of these notebooks, which Voltaire’s secretary Wag- 
niire called the Sottisier, is in the Library of Congress. Again there is no 
mention of Shakespeare, but there are numerous quotations from Dry- 
den. The Dryden citations actually outnumber those from any other 
English author, not excluding Pope. 

If Voltaire found nothing to put down regardmg Shakespeare in the 
notebooks which contain his most intimate early impressions of the 
English theater, it would seem strange that Shakespeare should become 
a figure of pre-eminent importance in Voltaire’s ideas upon English 
drama. It is true that Voltaire mentions Shakespeare in his critical writ- 
ings far more often than he does any other English dramatist, but his 
comments are commonly those made by other critics and there are 
indications that it was not until later in the century, under the pressure 
of growing French interest in Shakespeare, that Voltaire read Hamlet, 
Julius Caesar, and Othello with care, and then they were read with a 
view to defeating those who were leading a movement in favor of 
imitatmg Shakespeare. Voltaire’s references to Dryden, on the other 

^Torrey, "Voltaire's English Notebook,” Modem PhtMogy, XXVI, No. 3 (Febmaiy, 
1929), 307-*5- 
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hand, although far fewer, reveal the keen interest in details of style that 
is typical of Voltaire’s best criticism. 

A study of all the instances which Voltaire’s collected works contain 
showing his interest in Dryden reveals that he had him in mind through- 
out his long career and evidently found in him a kindred spirit whose 
high sense of the epic poet’s mission was his own and whose trenchant 
verses on political and religious questions were useful models. Moreover, 
comparison of the critical writings and plays of Voltaire and Dryden 
reveals a common conception of the epical nature of tragedy. Dryden, 
by his own assertion, wrote “heroic” tragedy, and he defined it as an 
epic poem in little. Essentially, Dryden’s heroic tragedy is heroic ro- 
mance material raised to epic dignity by grandeur of style. It has not 
occurred to critics to see in some of Voltaire’s most typical plays, Zaire, 
Alztre, Adelaide du Guescltn, and Tancride, a similarly “heroic” type 
of play; but examination of the critical background of Voltaire’s product 
reveals that in theory as well as in practice his conception was close to 
that of Dryden. This parallel conception of tragedy is a blow at the 
theories of Shakespearean influence, for it indicates that even Voltaire’s 
idea of putting his nation’s history on the stage is much closer to Dryden’s 
heroic tragedies than to Shakespeare’s historical tragedies, for Voltaire, 
like Dryden, did no more than dramatize the feats of the chivalric 
heroes of the French romances. 

In summary, an examination of Voltaire’s criticism and plays against 
the background of neoclassicism reveals that Voltaire was close to the 
heroic conception of tragedy held by neoclassic critics, that his introduc- 
tion into tragedy of a moral lesson was based essentially upon the epic 
doctrine of the poet’s social function, that even his message of anti- 
fanaticism and political conservatism was in accord with epic tradition 
reaching back to Virgil, that in regard to English drama his ties were 
with the Restoration and Augustan theaters, not with Shakespeare, and 
that, finally, in such plays as Zaire, Alzire, and Tancride he was actually 
very close to the heroic formula of Dryden, whose example, the evidence 
indicates, was particularly useful. 



CHAPTER n THE CRITICAL BACK- 
GROUND OF HEROIC TRAGEDY 

.^i^EocLAssic critics evolved two great conceptions which dominated 
their thinkmg: the five-act tragedy, limited and concentrated by the 
rules of the three unities, and the didactic epic. Emphasis was on the epic 
poem as the genre most capable of rendering an author and his nation 
immortal, and the epic, it is clear, was thought to include tragedy within 
its compass. The fimction of the epic was conceived to be the glorifica- 
tion of the established government, the education of the prince and 
nobles and the inspiring of respect and restraint in the people. Tragedy, 
differing chiefly in exterior form, was considered to have the same 
highly didactic and political aim. The identification of tragedy with epic 
was made on the basis of the Poetics of Aristotle, it being recalled that 
Aristotle had said that the two kinds were similar and that a critic who 
could judge one could judge the other.^ Neoclassic critics generally for- 
got that Aristotle’s chief concern was with tragedy; they did not see that 
his approach was aesthetic rather than ethical and that the Poetics had 
been written partly to refute Plato, on the basis that art is moral, but 
that morality is not its purpose. 

The theory of epic didacticism was derived ultimately from Plato, and 
the attempts of early critics to justify poetry on the grounds of social 
utility. Greek critics said that Ulysses was meant to be a pattern of all 
virtues and that Homer’s representation of the gods, to which objections 
had been madc^ was purely allegorical.^ Plutarch, in his essay “How a 
Young Man Ought to Hear Poems,” held that an epic poem should 
serve as a storehouse of examples for imitation.” Roman critics agreed 
that the epic poem should offer images of virtue and vice with delightful 
teaching as the goal. Horace defended poetry as ethical and civilizing,^ 

^Butcher, Arutotle’t Theory of Poetry anti Fine Art, London, 1911, p 23. Anstotle 
often draws analogies and makes distinctions between the epic poem and tragedy, par- 
ticularly m chapters xvui, xxui, xxiv, xxvi. An analysis of the comments of Aristotle on 
the relations of epic and tragedy is contained in Throop, "Epic and Dramatic,” Wathtngton 
Vmveraty Studiet, V (October, 1917), 1-32. 

* Butcher, Arutode’t Theory of Poetry and Fine An, pp. 215 ft. 

*Ibid., p. 217; tee also IRlyaid, The Miltonic Setting, p. 145. 

*Slungam, A History of literary Critteuni in the Senaittanee, p. ii. See also Bray, 
la Formation de la doctrine etassique en France, p. 61. 
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and Virgil, in composing the Aeneid, meant to justify the empire and 
provide a pattern of mild rule to Octavius.'^ 

Italian critics inherited the problem of justifying poetry. Petrarch, 
in the preface to De virts iUusinbus, says that he chose two sorts of 
themes, one showing what was to be followed, the second, what avoided. 
This, in embryo, is the Renaissance notion of epic and tragedy.* Scaliger, 
accepting the epic poem as the norm by which all poetry should be 
judged,^ deified Virgil as the greatest of philosophers as well as the 
greatest of poets and held that the Aeneid was a school of manners. 
Tasso, believing that epic and tragedy alike presented examples of con- 
duct to be imitated or avoided, said that epic poetry portrays deeds of 
valor, courtesy, generosity, and piety for the purpose of arousing admira- 
tion and delight, while tragedy excites chiefly pity and terror by show- 
ing the misfortunes which result from evil conduct.* An epic hero, 
according to Tasso, should provide a perfect pattern for imitation; a 
tragic hero should be neither perfectly good nor altogether bad. Min- 
tumo approached the drama through the epic.' Departing from Aris- 
totle’s conception of the tragic hero, he believed that the business of 
tragedy as well as of the epic poem was to move to admiration for great 
men, and he saw no reason why tragedy, like the epic poem, could not 
portray perfect heroes.*® 

The pre-eminence of the epic was a doctrine central to French critical 
theory during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Pelletier main- 
tained that the author of a heroic poem most deserved the title "poet.” ** 
Vauquelin la Fresnaye accepted the epic poem as the leading genre and 
said that its purpose was the inculcatbn of virtue.** The Pl^iade made 
its supreme objective the creation of a great national epic and hoped that 
France would have its Virgil in Ronsard.** In the seventeenth century 

* Tillyard, The Mtltomc Setting, p. 144. *lhd,, p. 151. 

^ Spingam, A Hittory of Uterary Cnucum in the Reneumnee, p. iii. 

^Panons, "The English Heroic Play,” The Modem Ltnguage Renew, XXXIII, No. 
I (January, 1938), a. See also Dowlin, Sir William Dapenanft Gondibert, p. 30: “In 
fact, his treatise can widi justice be called an attempt to apply Aristotle's treatment of 
tragedy to tiie epic ” 

” See Spingarn, A History of Literary Criticitm in the Renautance, p. 1 10: “hfintumo’s 
defimtion of epic is merely a modification of Aristotle’s definition of tragedy.” 

Ibid., p. 84. Ibid., p. an. 

Duchesne, Hutoire det poimet fpiqnet franfoit du XVIH siMe, p. 41. Sbe also 
Spingam, A History of Literary Critkism in the Renaissanee, p. aia. 

Duchesne, op. eit., p. 39; see also Spingam, A Hittory of Literary Crilititm in the 
Renaittanee, p. an. 
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the desire to achieve fame as an epic poet became a literary obsession; 
more than one hundred heroic poems, according to Toinet’s list, were 
brought out, if translations are included.t^ The epic fever reached its 
high point in the two decades 1650-70, when about forty were published, 
among them the major works of Chapelain, Desmarets, Lemoyne, and 
Scud6ry. 

In France, as in Italy, the theory of tragedy was closely related to that 
of the epic, epic didacticism permeating dramatic criticism and the 
rules of tragedy being applied to the epic. Chapelain made no funda- 
mental distinction between epic and tragedy in the preface to his transla- 
tion of Marini’s Adonis, where he says: 

L’ Action illustre selon Anstote, ou sc reprcscntc ou se raconte. Quand on la 
rqir^nte, la tragedie s’en forme, lorsqu’on la raconte, I’^pop^e.^* 

Rapin’s opinion, in his Comparatson d'Homire et de Virgtle (1667) is 
similar. 

L’Epop6e, dit Aristote, est une imitation, ou une pemture d’une action 
illustre: Elle a cela de commun avec la Tragedie; il y a toutefois cette dif- 
ference, que celle-cy imite par la representation, & I’autre par la narration, 
Ainsi sa matiere est une action heroique, sa forme est la Fable, sa fin est 
d’instruire les Princes Se les Grands.^* 

This is the gospel of heroic tragedy as it will be expressed or implied 
in the writings of Le Bossu, Dacier, Dryden, Voltaire, and neoclassic 
critics in general. Segrais, in defending the unity of time in the Aenetd, 
hkewise identified tragedy with the epic. 

Je diray seulement, apr^s Aristote, que ia principale difference de la Tragedie 
S( de I’Epop^e, consiste en ce que la Tragedie se doit passer en deux Soleils, 
Sc que I’autre n’a pomt de temps limit6.^^ 

In general the tragedian was bound by the epic requirement of teach- 
ing by example, and the epic poet was expected to observe the dramatic 
unities. Scud6ry mentions with pride that the action of Ibrahim is 
limited to a single year.^^ Le Bossu, in his celebrated treatise on the epic, 

i*Toinet, Quelguet recherchet autour det poimes hiroiquts-ipiques jraTtfais du dtx- 
septUme aide, p i; also bibliography. 

^‘Dowlin, Sir William Daveiumt’e Gondibert, p. 76 

1* Rapin, “La Comparaison d’Homire et de Virgile,” in Let (Euvres du P. Saptn, I, loi. 
xtjean Regnaud de Segrais, “Preface,” in Traduction de I'Enetde de Virgile, Pans, 
1668, p. 48. 

^*Oowiin, Sir William Davenanft Gondibert, p. 37. 
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suggests that six months would best conform to Aristotle’s precq>t.^* 
Others favored a single season or the length of a summer campaign.*^ 
Saint-Amant went to the extreme of making Moise S(mv6 conform ex* 
aedy to the unity of place, as did La CalprenMe his Cliopitrc?^ Nicolas 
Courtin, in composing his heroic poem Charlemagne PSnitent observed 
the one-year rule and divided the poem into live cantos to correspond 
to the five acts of tragedy.®* 

Aristotle's theory of pity and terror as the end of tragedy was either 
neglected or interpreted to mean the fear aroused by the punishment 
of the wicked. This was the conception of La Mesnardiire, who said that 
tragedy was addressed to princes and tyrants that they might witness 
the punishment of wicked kings and the reward of good ones.®^ Vossius, 
Mambrun, and Lc Moyne held similar opinions.®* 

Corneille and Racine were outside the narrow orbit of neoclassic 
formahsts. Corneille not only accepted the unities with reservations, but 
maintained that the benefit of tragedy was due chiefly to the truthful 
portrayal of character.®* The famous quarrel with d’Aubignac was about 
this very issue. D’Aubignac charged that Sophonisbe failed to meet the 
requirements of art and morality, smee it represented a king as wicked. 
Plainly going to epic doctrine, D’Aubignac argued that “il faut enseigner 
des choses qui maintiennent la societe publique, qui servent ii retenir les 
peuples dans leurs devoirs, et qui montrent toujours les souverains comme 
des objets de veneration, environn^ des vertus comme de la gloire, et 
soutenus de la main de Dieu, qui ne les defend pas moins des grands 
crimes que des grands malheurs.”®® Racine, refusing, like Corneille, 
to be bound by the narrow limits of neoclassic dogma, thought of men, 

Bray, Im Formation de h doctrine datsique en France, p. 387. 

»>Ibid. ^^Ihd. 

** tbid., p. 38. *• Courtm, Charlemagne pimtent, “Preface." 

** Bray, La Formation de la doctrine datsique en France, p. 68. 

** Ibid., p. 69. 

s* See Peyre, Le Clasacitme franfoit, pp. 108-9. Peyre writes: “Chez Raciiie, on le 
lait, la morale reste aussi 6trangire i ces tragedies de passion, de folie, de meurtre, et tie 
suicide qu'elle I'est aux drames de Shakespeare, et tans doute davantage. Reste CotneiUe. 
Les intentions morales ont si souvent oflfbrfet chez Im que nous pouvons en effet 
croire les lire dans ses tragedies. 11 est pourtant certame preface de Midie, moms souvent 
cit6e que les discours thfonques du poite, mais fort r^ 61 atnce h cet 6gard. Le grand 
Corneille y proclame que ton unique hut est de plaire, et de plaire ‘comme dans la por- 
traiture,' par la vfntd seule.” 

^ Bray, La Formation de la doctnne dastique en France, p. 73; tee alto Bray, La Tragi- 
die Comilienne decant la critique datsique, p 53. 
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not of political utility. Hit tragedies are heightened by a classic economy 
structure and a restrained intensity of expression inspired by his 
intimate knowledge Greek drama. Their antique heroic atmosphere 
is not more than a kind of envelope containing the tragic essence. Al- 
though it is probably true, as neoclassic critics charged, that he went to 
the heroic romances for some of his plots, he did not, like his successors, 
borrow their superficial psychology. 

The ftdl weight of the theory of epic didaaicism was brought to bear 
upon tragedy in the last quarter of the seventeenth century. During this 
period, when Louis XIV was becoming devout under the influence of 
Mme de Maintenon and the Jesuits, a reform movement, headed by 
Rapin, Le Bossu, and Dacier, was launched against the heroic romances. 
The purpose of heroic poetry, critics asserted, was to provide a moral 
lesson by precept and example. The proper subject matter was great 
men and great events, and style should be properly elevated. French 
poets, influenced by the heroic romances, had fallen away from this ideal 
and were entertaining the public with sentimental situations lifted from 
these inferior products. Even learning had declined, and the language 
itself had become enervated, had lost its variety, its vigor, its harmony, 
until it was no longer capable of sustaining the tone proper to heroic 
poetry. The heroes of Racine and Corneille, though they bore Greek 
names, were actually French courtiers, and the imitators of Racine, in 
particular, were borrowing his faults rather than his perfections. 

Controversy over the romances, which continued throughout the first 
half of the eighteenth century, had been characteristic of neoclassic criti- 
cism since the Renaissance. Scahger had defended Heliodorus’s An 
Aethiopian History as a true epic.^^ Tasso had sought to justify the 
romances of Boiardo and Ariosto as epic poems and had invoked Plato 
and Thomas Aquinas to support his contention that love was a “noble 
habit of the will,” and hence an acceptable subject for heroic poetry.^* 
Many French critics also attempted to justify the heroic romance as a 
legitimate epic. Chapelain, in the preface to the Adonis, maintained 
that Marini had written an epic poem; *** Scud^ry, in the preface to 

M Spugarn, A History of Uterary Criucitm in the Renmtsonee, p. 36. 

wPanoni, 'The Englith Heroic Play,” The Modem Language Sevtew, XXXHI, No. 1 
(Jamianr, 1938), a-3. 

w Dowlin, Sir William Daoenant't Gondihert, pp. ai S. 



THE CRITICAL BACKGROUND 15 

his sister’s Ibrahim, made an epic of it by proving its moral purpose 
and showing how it followed the epic rules for unity of action.’^ Bishop 
Huet, in an introduaory essay to Zayde (1670) of Segrais, made the 
most celebrated defense of the romance.*^ He distinguished between 
epic and romance with respect to subject and style, saying that the epic 
deals chiefly with pohtics and war and only incidentally with love, while 
the romance deals chiefly with love and only incidentally with politics 
and war, and that in style it is pitched in a lower key, to which prose is 
suitable.*’’ But its purpose, like that of epic poetry is to show “la vertu 
couronn^, & le vice chati4” and its pleasing fiction is only a sugar coat> 
ing for the moral hidden beneath the surface.*^ Yet Huet ad mi ts the 
deplorable effect of the romances on serious learning and regrets that 
women read nothing else and that men, to please, have come to look 
upon a serious knowledge of ancient history and literature as pedantry.** 
Boileau mildly frowned upon the influence of the romances in the Art 
poStique, warning dramatists not to “Pemdre Caton galant, et Brutus 
dameret”; in Les HSros de roman he satirized the tendency of the 
romances to make love the end of everything and protested that Cyrus, 
Brutus, and Pharamond were not Parisian galants. 

Three works of great authority crystallized the hostihty of critics 
toward the romances and fixed the theory of epic didacticism upon 
tragedy. The first of these, published in 1674 and translated and brought 
out in London the same year by the celebrated Thomas Rymer, was 
Rapin's Reflexions sur la poitique d' Aristote?’’ Rapm declares that the 
epic poem “is that which is the greatest and most Noble in Poeste." ** 
Its purpose is “to serve for a pattern and instruction to the Grandees, 
and to be a public^ example of virtue.” ** Its subject matter should be 
the enterprises of war, treaties of peace, embassies, negotiations, voyages, 
councils, and revolutions, the various images of all that happens in the 
lives of great men.** Its style should be elevated and majestic to con- 
form to the high and serious character of its purpose and subject.*^ The 

IM., p. 23. 

** Huet, “De Torigue des romans,” in Jean Renaud de Segrais, Zayde, hutotre et- 
pagttale, I, i-c. 

•• Ibid,, pp. v-vL •* Ihd., p. uL •• thd., p. xd*. 

u Boileau, tEuvres computes, I, 340. 

*r Bapin, Refiectmns on Anstode's Treatise of Poesie. 

**lbid., p. 72. **lbid,, p. 76. *^lbid,, p. 79. 


" Ibid., p, 43. 
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French, blinded by Ariosto and Marini, who hid what was irregular in 
their works by glittering faults and false beauties, have strayed from 
this lofty conception.^^ 

Applying the same standards to tragedy as to epic poetry, Rapin writes 
that tragedy is a "public^ Lecture, without comparison more instructive 
than Philosophy.” The Ancients would have found it mean and sense- 
less to have love-sick heroes whining about frivolous kindnesses, when 
they might be made admirable by great and noble thoughts. French 
tragedians, he charges, have been too greatly influenced by the popular 
taste for the Italian and Spanish romances. Even so, he hesitates to 
inveigh too sharply against the Parisian theater because of the great 
favor it receives from the public.^* 

As for the French tongue, it has been robbed of the boldness in expres- 
sion necessary to sustain a sublime style and has become unfitted for 
great subjects by the efieminate taste of the age and an exaggerated re- 
gard for purity of form. A passage from Rapin, echoed later in the 
writings of Dryden, Voltaire, and many eighteenth-century critics in 
France and England, is as follows: 

Of late some have fallen into another extremity, by a too scrupulous care of 
purity of language- they have begun to take from Poeste all its nerves, and 
all its majesty, by a too timerous reservedness, and false modesty, which some 
thought to make the Character of the Trench Tongue, by robbing it of all 
those mse and judicious boldnesses that Poesie demands: they would re- 
trench, without reason, the use of Metaphors, and of all those Figures that 
give life and lustre to the expressions- and study to confine all the excellency 
of this admirable Art within the bounds of a pure and correct Discourse, 
without exposing it to the danger of any high and bold flight.*^ 

Recalling that Aristotle advised the use of metaphors and comparisons, he 
recommends a return to the example of the Greek theater and to the 
figurative language of Homer and Virgil.*® It is not enough that lan- 
guage be apt and clear, it must be lofty and splendid; the expressions must 
be noble and magnificent, the colors lively, the draughts bold, and the 
terms should come roundly from the mouth and fill the ears. 

In an unprecedented reference for the period Rapin mentions the 
English drama, implying that the French might well profit by English 

**Ibid.. pp. 73-74, pp. 99-100. *»/*«/., p, 103. 

**lbid., p. 112. **Jbid.. p. 50. 

**lbid„ p. 45. 
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as well as by Greek examples.^^ Where he obtained his knowledge o£ 
the English theater in 1674 is not known. Mark Van Doren suggests that 
he may have learned English in order to read Dryden.'** He may also 
have read some of Saint-Evremond’s judgments of English drama, which 
were circulated in manuscript even before they began to appear in printed 
form in 1668 in the constantly augmented editions of the CEuvres tnSlies. 

The English, Rapin notes, manifest a genius for serious poetry com- 
parable to that of the ancients.^^ They surpass the French in subhmity 
of thought and hardiness of expression, but fall short of the French in 
sureness of taste and correctness of form. They are a barbaric people, who 
delight in bloodshed, even in their sports, and their genius for tragedy 
is probably due to their cruel natures.’’*^ The English language reflects 
the hardy temperament of the race, being fitted eminently for great ex- 
pressions. 

The movement toward a more moral and elevated theater was given 
powerful impetus by a second authoritative exposition of the theory of 
epic didacticism: Le Bossu’s Trcuti du poeme Spique which appeared in 
1675. It obtained widespread recognition in England as well as in France, 
and the doctrine of poetry as allegory will be generally linked with 
the name of Le Bossu. Rigault says of Le Bossu’s reputauon in France: 

La critique frangaise du XVII* slide explique Homire par Aristote, ct 
Aristote par le P. Le Bossu, qu’admirent k I’envi les plus beaux esprits du 
temps; I’ldee qui pridomme, e’est que I’ipopee cst un apologue et Homire 
un Esope de ginie.*' 

In England Le Bossu was the most frequently quoted of all French 

Ibid,, p. 122. ** Van Doren, The Poetry of John Dryden, p, 292. 

** Rapm, Reflectioiu on ArutotU's Treatise of Poeae, pp. in, 122. 

*** Dryden knew Rapin's Riflexiont and was probably answering this charge in the 
"Epilogue” to Aureng-Zebe (1675), Nonesuch ed, IV, 162, in the following lines: 

"Bold Brittons, at a brave Bear-garden Fray, 

Are rouz’d. and, clatt’ring Stidcs, cry. Play, play, play. 

Mean tune, your filthy Forreigner will stare. 

And mutter to himself, Ha gent Barbarel 
And, Gad, 'Us well he mutters; well for him; 

Our Butchers else would tear him limb from limb. 

Tis true, the tune may come, your Sons may be 
Infected with this French civihty. 

But this m After-ages will be done. 

Our poet writes a hundred years too soon.’’ 

Rigault, "Histoire de la querelle des ancient et des modemet,” m CEuvret com* 
plitet. 1, 387. 
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critics* not excluding Boileau.”’ His celd>nited definition of the epic 
poem, accepted as final throughout neoclassic Europe* is as folbws : 

L’Epopfe est un discours invent^ avec art* pour former les mteurs par des 
instructions d^guis^s sous les allegories d’une action importante, qui est 
racont^e cn Vers d’une maniere vrai-semblablc, divertusante & merveilleuse.*' 

According to Le Bossu the poet must first choose some piece of instruc- 
tion applicable to his times, then devise a fable to illustrate it* and 
finally, if possible, find a historical action appropriate to the fable.”* It 
is the hidden allegory which distinguishes the great epic poems of Homer 
and Virgil from plain morality writ in verse and from plain history 
versified, such as Lucan’s PharscUia. Homer saw danger threatening the 
states of Greece as a result of a misunderstanding among the princes, 
and he designed the Iltad to warn of his peril.”” Virgil even more 
perfeedy realized the office of poet.”” In view of the change from com- 
monwealth to empire, Virgil wished to provide an example of mild and 
tolerant rule to Octavius and of respect and restraint to the citizens. He 
therefore made the dominant qualities of Aeneas humanity and piety 
and took care to show that great revolutions in government are brought 
about by the gods, who are sure to punish those who resist. Le Bossu 
recognizes that admiration is the passion most proper to epic poetry 
and that pity and terror are most suited to tragedy,”'^ but he draws upon 
epic and tragedy alike to illustrate his discussion and says that they 
differ chiefly in exterior form.”” His mechanical scheme of discussing 
successively the moral, subject, form, manners, machines, sentiments, 
and expressions was widely imitated by critics of England and France 
for a century. 

Specifically to complement Le Bossu’s treatise and to demonstrate 
that tragedy, like the epic poem, was pure allegory, the learned Andr^ 
Dacier made his widely acclaimed translation of Aristotle’s Poetics in 
1692.”® In a lengthy introductory essay he says that poetry originated 
when Greek poets, who were the philosophers and theologians of their 

dark, Soileau and the French Clattical Crmct in England (1660-1830), p. 343, 

Le Bossu, Traili du poeme iptque, p. 14. **Ibid„ p. 37. 

■»/W,pp 4311. **tbtd.,pp 6511. p. 347. Ibid., pp. 273 B. 

Dacier, La Poeuque d’Anstote. Bray in 'La Formation de la doetnne Clique en 
France, p 49, commenting on the lack of acquamtance with Aristotle, notes that there 
was only one other translation of the Poetiet mto French m the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries and only one edition in Greek. 
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time, sought a remedy for the disorders of the public festivals.*** Instead oE 
trying to stamp out the taste for these spectacles, which had d^enerated 
into debauchery, they devised new ones which hid a moral fable and 
gave the people "des instructions d^guis^ sous I’apast du plaisir, conune 
les Medecins deguisent par quelque douceur les remedes qu’ils donnent 
it leurs malades.” Epic poetry, perfected by Homer, had been found 
useful for its influence on men’s habits, but was not “assez vif to cor> 
rect their passbns. They recognized that a kind of poem was needed 
“qui en imitant par Taction, fit sur Tesprit un effet plus prompt & plus 
sensible: c’est ce qui donna lieu it la Tragedie.” ** Spectators who were 
lazy or stupid and had need of “une instruction grossiere, & qui tombe 
sous les sens” were thus amused in a useful manner.** 

Dacier argues with serene logic that since the rules for poetry were 
formulated by Aristotle, no poet can possibly succeed without obeying 
them. The first rule is that poetry, whether epic or dramatic, should be 
a fable invented in the way in which Aesop invented his fables.** “Selon 
les regies d’Aristotc une Tragedie est Timitation d’une action allegorique 
& universelle, qui convient I tout le monde & qui par le moyen de la 
compassion & de la terreur modere & corrige nos passions.” ** Some 
modern plays, thought to be tragedies, are imitations of particular actions 
invented only to divert the spectators. They arc not only not the same 
art as tragedy, but they are not art at all. “En un mot” concludes Dacier 
in regard to such a work, “ce n’est pas une hible, & par consequent ce 
n’est nullcment une Tragedie, puisque la Tragedie ne peut subtister 
sans fable.” ** 

The chief purpose of tragedy is to portray the punishment which over- 
takes all wrongdoers.*^ The best sort of tragedy is that which portrays 
the punishment of those committing involuntary faults and guilty only 
of imprudence. 

EUe nous apprend i nous tenir sur nos gardes, 6c i purger 6c moderer les 
passions qui ont la seulc cause de la perte de ces nudheureux.** 

If everyone followed the teaching of the Bible there would be no need 
for tragedy.** Even the pagans recognized that 

•® Dacier, La Poitique d’Arutote, ‘Trfface," pp. iiii B. 

“ Itid., p. V. •• Ibid. •• IbU., p. xiii. •• ibid., p. wiL 

••/W. p. is. Ibid., p, jm. **tbid. 

** Ibid., p. xiL 
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n les peuples nusent pii £tre tofljours nourris des slides veritez de la Phi- 
loM){d^ jamais les P^osophes n’auroient eu recours auz fables pour leur 
donner des instructions. 

Dacier concludes: 

Si, apr& cela on condamne la Tragedie, il faudra aussi condamner I’usage 
des fobles, que les hotnmes les plus saints ont employes, & dont Dieu m£me 
n’a pas dedaign^ dc se servir, car la Tragedie n’est qu’une fable, puisqu’elle 
a M mventde comme la fable, pour former les moeurs par des instructions 
d^guis^es sous I’allegorie d’une action. 11 faudra aussi condamner I’Histoirc; 
car I’Histoire est Nen moms grave, & moins morale que la fable, en ce qu’elle 
est particuliere, au lieu que la Fable est gencrale & universelle & par con* 
sequent plus utile.^** 

To the fable thesis of Rapin, Le Bossu, and Dacier and to their un* 
favorable cnticism of the French stage strength was added by the writ- 
ings of Mme Anne Lef^vre Dacier, a celebrated Greek scholar as was 
her husband. In the preface to her translation of the Iliad in 1699, for 
instance, she contrasts again the high seriousness, the elevated subject 
matter, and the majestic style of Greek poetry with the frivolous pre- 
occupation with gallantry and the cfFeminate style of French poetry. 
Le Bossu, she writes, was the first to penetrate through the allegorical 
fiction to the true significance of the She was compelled to use 

prose to translate the Iliad, because the French language had been 
robbed of its force by false standards of purity and by rigid rules for 
versification.'^® She urges the French to imitate the inversions, meta- 
phors, images, and magnificent epithets of Greek poetry. 

From the foregoing account it is clear that the ethical theory of epic 
poetry, central to neoclassic doctrine, was considered to apply to tragedy 
as well as to the epic poem.^® With this didactic criterion critics of the 
last quarter of the seventeenth century charged that the French theater 

^ 0 IM., p. xui. 

n Anne Leftvie Daaer, L'tttadi d’Homire tradmte en fratifou avee de remarques, I, 
viiff. 

^*lbid., pp. xxixfF. 

i* Frandsque Sarcey (ated m Clark, Barren Harper, European Theories of the Drama, 
P> 39o)> quotes Moliire's assertion that “Hiere is no other Rule o£ die theatre than that 
o{ pleasing the public,” and then comments* "We have laughed at this over-statement; 
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difficulty those who were then called the Romanticists experienced m freemg themselves 
from the fetters of the code of tragedy laid down by Bossu, put into verse by Boileau, com- 
mented upon and reenforced by all the cntics of the eighteenth century, with Voltaire at 
their head and after him La Haipe and Marmontel." 
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lacked seriousness and majesty and that the French language had lost 
the strength required for heroic poetry. Deploring the influence of the 
heroic romances critics censured Racine for his preoccupation with love 
and the effeminate simplicity of his style and urged poets to return to 
the example of the Greeks. Rapin not only held up the example of the 
Greeks but also thought that the English theater, by its seriousness, its 
grandeur of subject matter, and its bold and figurative style, also offered 
a useful model, despite the lack of taste and of knowledge of the rules 
which the English displayed. 



CHAPTER III FRENCH CRITICAL 
OPINION, 1700-1750 

'Tm EPIC conception, which made of tragedy a branch of moral phi- 
losophy, went unchallenged in France during the first half of the eight- 
eenth century. Believing that Racine had lowered the tone of the theater 
by his emphasis on gallant love, critics joined in an attempt to raise 
tragedy to the dignity of epic poetry by requiring high moral serious- 
ness and elevation of subject matter. Opinion was less uniform in regard 
to style, sentiment in favor of a more elevated style often bemg qualified 
by fear of too epic a tone. Voltaire’s deliberate attempt to attain an epic 
style in his plays met with some favor, but opposition was present from 
the first, and it became much stronger after 1750. 

Less learned men than their predecessors, critics of the period showed 
less veneration for the ancients. They recognized, for instance, that pity 
and terror, the most powerful of all emotions, had been necessary to 
hold the attention of audiences in the great theaters of Greece and 
Rome, but more refined emotions, they believed, such as admiration and 
heroic love, were better suited to the theaters of Paris. Discussions as to 
what Aristotle meant by “purgation through pity and terror” lacked 
significance, although few critics had the frankness of Saint-Evremond, 
who said that no one understood what Aristotle meant. The epic theories 
of the age were embodied in Fenelon’s allegorical prose epic TiUmaque, 
considered the best epic since Homer and Virgil. Athdte was thought 
to be the most nearly perfect of modern tragedies. 

Interest in the English theater is more and more apparent in the 
criticism of the period, and there was a growing tendency to substitute 
imitation of the English for imitation of the ancients. It was acknowl- 
edged that the Enghsh possessed a superior genius for elevated poetry 
and their language a superior capacity for sublime expression. The 
genius of the English, it was thought, was due to their serious and 
melancholy nature and their tumultuous history.^ Many critics recom- 

1 In the Mercure de France of December, 1742, pp. 2647-48, the Abbe Yart protested 
that subiects for tragedy were available in French history as well as in Spanish, Italian, 
or English history. He wrote' “Leur Histoite n'est pas beaucoup plus ffconde que la 
ndtre en Evenemens tragiques; nous avona eft, oomme eux, de Grands Hommes, des 
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mended that the figurative style of English poetry, with its metaphors 
and comparisons, should he imitated and that the English custom of 
enriching language by new words and the revival of old ones should 
be employed in rejuvenating the French language. 

Since the English theater plays such an important role in dramatic 
criticism during the period, an attempt will be made in the present 
chapter to follow the course of the growing current of mterest in English 
drama, as well as to trace the influence of the epical conception of tragedy 
propounded by Rapin, Le Bossu, and JDacier. As Enghsh tragedy will 
often be viewed as embodying the epic quahties which French critics 
will seek to introduce into the French theater, the relation between the 
two currents is close. 

The heroic tragedies of Dryden, with their comparatively slight re- 
gard for the unities, their turbulent plots, their ghosts, battles, drums, 
trumpets, and guns, well represented to French critics the barbarity they 
were prepared to find on the English stage, while the declamatory tirades, 
reminiscent of Corneille, the familiar heroic romance situations, and 
the learned prefaces, replete with the critical terms of D’Aubignac, 
Corneille, Rapin, and Le Bossu, were elements which brought his plays 
within the realm of understanding. Moreover, Dryden’s criticism of 
French drama as efEeminate and frivolous, his jingoistic vaunting of the 
superiority of English poetry, stung French writers and inspired replies 
for a hundred years. 

French critics of the period knew little about English literature prior 
to the Restoration, for they went chiefly to Rapin, Saint-Evremond, 
and early commentators such as Muralt among French sources, and to 
Dryden, Rymer, Langbaine, and Collier among English commentators. 
Shakespeare was little more than a gigantic shadow dimly perceived 
through the references made by these critics.^ Rymer derided Shake- 
speare and praised Dryden; Langbaine and Collier charged Dryden with 
plagiarism and immorality, and their attacks were particularly relished 
by French men of letters, who wished to emphasize that the kernel of 
English genius had to be separated from a vast amount of chaff. When 

R^volutioiis & des Guerres de toutes let etpeces; en un mot, il y a eft dam lei veitus Sc 
dans let vices det Franks d'ats 4 s grands contrastei pour en £aire des coups de Th£&tre.” 

* Croce, in Anosto, Shakfispeare and ComeiUe, pp. 321-33, observes that France has 
never understood Shakespeare well and that in the period of Voltaire the English “both 
in speech and literature, were almost as indifferent to Shakespeare as were the Frendi.*' 
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Rowe, Gildon, Addison, and Steele were translated there was still found 
in these later critics much talk of Dryden, whose influence continued. 

The relatively calm and classic air of formal Augustan tragedy seems 
to have aroused less interest than Restoration tragedy, perhaps because 
of its very conformity to French rules. Addison’s Cato was called die 
best of English tragedies, but its cold artiflaality was recognized. Also, 
France was about two generations behind England polidcally and 
philosophically, and the Restoration stage, with its skepticism, its heavy 
content of political and religious argument, spoke to the age of Voltaire 
with particular pertinence. When Voltaire imitated Addison and in> 
jected republican ideas into Brutus and La Mart de Cisar, Frenchmen 
evidenced only an abstract interest, but when he followed Dryden and 
introduced anticlerical sentiments and propaganda for tolerance into 
Zmre and Alzire, there was a lively response. 

Saint-Evremond was a contemporary of Rapin, but the elegant and 
worldly air of his writings brings him closer to the eighteenth century 
than to his own generation. In his critical essays, which were widely 
circulated in manuscript before they were colleaed and published,* 
he accepts Rapin’s conception of tragedy as a school of manners, but 
argues that the glorious deeds of illustrious heroes, offered for admira- 
tion and imitation, are of more value than the terrifying punishment of 
wicked actions portrayed in the Greek theater.* The Greeks were a 
primitive people and delighted in showing the barbarous cruelty of the 
gods and the futility of the human will. A refined and Christian society 
delights in noble achievements. 

What should be sought above all else in tragedy is “une grandeur 
d’Sme bien exprim^, qui excite en nous une tendre admiration. II y a 
dans cette sorte d’admiration quelque ravissement pour I’esprit; le 
courage y est ^ev6, TSme est touchee.” * Declaring that illustrious actions 
painted with as much historical accuracy as possible are the proper sub- 
ject matter for tragedy, Saint-Evremond criticizes Racine’s Alexandre 
fot its emphasis upon gallantry rather than upon heroic deeds.* Racine’s 

* The first French edition of the (Euvret mtUes was published in t668: the first English 
transladon, in 1685. For an account of French and English ediuons see Darnels, Sana- 
Bvremond en Anglelerre, pp. 155 S. 

* Samt-Evremond, “De la tragfdie anaenne et modeme,” in Sdnt-'Evremond, critique 

Uutratre, pp. iii 0 . * Ibid., p. 1x8. 

* IKd., “Dissertation sur la trag^die de Racine infituUe Alexandre le Grand" pp, 137 ff,, 
143 0 . 
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characters are Preach courtiers rather than Greek warriors. Love may 
be portrayed, but it should be the heroic love of Corneille’s tragedies, the 
spur of heroic action.'' As for style, it should be majestic and worthy of 
great poetry.^ The poet should use noble and rare comparisons and 
metaphors, though there is some danger of givmg too epic a tone. The 
French have too delicate a taste and too great a tendency toward abstrac- 
tion and would do better to imitate the force of Corneille’s style than 
the simplicity of Racme’s.” Some English tragedies, if pruned of their 
crudiues, would be very fine, but the English have no conception of the 
rules, and their plays are confused jumbles of terrible events.'" 

Dryden’s conception of tragedy is close to the theory of Saint'Evre- 
mond, and his dramatic criticism often shows his familiarity with Saint- 
Evremond’s essays.” There is no way of proving, however, that Dryden 
met and talked with Saint-Evremond, as Rigault presumed.'® Voltaire’s 
ideal of tragedy, as exemplified in Zaire, is also close to the conception of 
Samt'Evremond, and Voltaire’s dramatic criticism likewise reflects an 
mtimate acquaintance with his essays.'® 

One of the most important single sources of mformation about the 
English and the English theater during the first half of the new century 
was Muralt’s Lettres sur les Anglots. Written in England in 1694,'* they 
proved so popular that their Swiss author, after his return to France, 
composed his Lettres sur les Francois, between 1694 and 1698.'® Texte 

Ibid., pp 145 ff ^Ibid, “Sur les tragedies,” pp. 12911. 

^Ibtd. ^^Ibid,pp 133-34. 

11 Daniels, Saint-Etremond en Anghterre, pp 99 Daniels also states (p 102) diat 
probably Samt-Evremond was acquainted witb Dryden’s essays through conversations 
with Buckingham Havens in The Abbe Privoa and English Literature, p. 14, says that 
Dryden's interest in the theory of the influence of climate upon literature was awakened 
by reading Saint-Evremond 

Rigault, “Histoire de la querelle des anaens et des modernes,” in (Euvres eompHtet, 
I, 30a. 

Demogeot, in his Histoire de la httirature franpatse, p 465, calls Samt-Evremond the 
“maitre de Voltaire.” Cf Samtsbury, George, Miscellaneous Essays, p. 215: “Voltaire 
was undoubtedly his scholar and all the lesser lights of the eighteenth century have to 
acknowledge the same obligation at first or second hand." Voltaire, in regard to Saint- 
Evremond’s charge of frivolity against the French theater, remarks {(Euvres, XXIV, ai8) 
that “il faut avouer que Saint-Evremond a mu le doigt dans la plaie secrite du difitre 
franfais," and that while Samt-Evremond lacked gemus, he had “beaucoup d’espnt et 
de goht." 

Muralt, Lettres sur les An^ois et les Franpois et sur let images, pp. 45 ff. J. B. 
Rousseau commented on the letters m 1715 and one of them was published m Les 
Nouvelles Uttiratres de la Haye in May, 1718. ’The first prmted ediUon was dated 1723 
and reviewed m joumals of that year. 

Iff WL.J If . 
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thought it probable diat Voltaire had the letters with him in the Bastille 
when he was planning his trip to England and that he took them to 
guide his early Engli^ studies.*' In an early edition of his own letters 
on England, Voltaire speaks of Muralt as “le sage & ing^ieux Mr de 
Muralt,” praise which he suppressed in later editions, as he frequently 
si^pressed reference to sources which had been very useful to him.*^ 
Like Muralt, for instance, Voltaire thought that the numerous religions 
permitted to exist in England resulted in a lack of hypocrisy, which 
contrasted with the state of affairs in France.*' Rousseau imitated the 
letters in his Lettre sur les spectacles and in passages of other works in 
which he compares the seriousness of English writers with the frivohty 
ci the French.*” Le Blanc used Muralt’s work extensively in his Lettres 
d’un Franpois?^ 

The English are portrayed by Muralt as people of violent and melan- 
choly disposition '* whose history is marked by tragic catastrophies." 
They are so proud and resolute that they prefer self-destruction to the 
defeat of their ambitions, so ferocious that when aroused reason has no 
influence on them. They have a habit of remaining silent unless they 
have something important to say and are poor courtiers, because they 
prefer to tell the truth than to flatter their superiors. Their languag e 
is strong and capable of expressing the violent passions of their nature," 
and they have a genius for tragedy superior to that of the French." 
Of the Enghsh theater he remarks: “Si les Anglois pouvoient se resoudre 
H y £tre plus simples, & i ^tudier davantage le Langage de la Nature, ils 
excelleroient sans doute dans le Tragique par dessus tous les Peuples 
del’Europe.”" 

The only play which he mentions specifically is Dryden and Lee’s 

** Texte, “B&t Louii de Muralt ec le> onguet du cosmopohtume ktt&aire au XVin* 
nkle,’’ Revue d'hiaotre bttimre de la France, I (1894), 16. Texte alio observes (p. a6) 
that while it was only with the pubhcaoon of Voltau-e’s Lettres anglaitet that ‘Tanglo- 
manie devient line puissance," yet before the Dme of Voltaire and of Pidvost, Muralt had 
given "le coup de doche" and that Muralt himself “risume avec £clat toute une propa- 
gande obscure, mais patiente et merveilleusement tenace, que depuis la r^ocation de I’idit 
de Nantes, les rifugi& d'Angleterre et de Hollande avaient commenoie sur nos fronnbres.” 

Ihd., p. 16. 

Voltaire, Lettres pMosophiques, ed. by Lanion, n, 112. 

Texte, “Bdat Lotus de Muialt et les ongines du cosmopolitume littfraire au XVIII* 
slide," Revue d'htstottre httirasre de la France, I (1894), 1^17. 

** Ibtd., p. 19 Muralt, Lettres sur les Angdois, pp. 133 B. 

*»»«.. p. 133. -Ibid. •*/«#. 

"Ibid. 
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Oedipe, which he offers as an example of the brutality of the English 
stage— Oedipe appearing before the spectators with his eyes tom out.** 
He is vexed with Dryden for his attacks upon the French theater: “Le 
plus ffimeux d'entre leurs Poetes Tragiques d’aujourd'hui traite Cor- 
neSie i peu pr& comme Schadvel tiaite Moltere, c’est-a-dire qu’d le pille 
& fait des Pr^aces pour en dire du mal.” He refers to Shakespeare 
as “un de leurs meilleurs aciens Poetes” who put the nation’s turbulent 
history into his tragedies.^^ 

Fenelon, in his Lettres sur Us occupations de I’AcadSmie, which be 
addressed in 1714 to Andr^ Dacier, permanent secretary, also sets forth 
a didactic theory of poetry close to that of Rapin. 

D’ailleurs, la po&ie a donn^ au monde Ics prcmiires lots: c’est elle qui a 
adouci les hommes farouches et sauvages, qui les a rassembl^ des forfits 
ou ils ^toicnt ^pars et errants, qui les a polices, qui a r^gld les mceurs, qui a 
form^ les families et les nations, qui a fait sentir les douceurs de la SOC1A16, 
qui a rappel^ I’usage de la raison, cultiv^ la vertu, et invent^ les beaux-arts; 
c’est elle qtu a dev^ les courages pour la guerre, et qui les a mod^& pour 
la paix.** 

Despite the fact that his prose epic, Tilitnaque, was hailed by the age as 
the finest example of the epic in modern times, F6nelon says that the 
French do not have the genius required for epic poetry and limits his 
remarks chiefly to tragedy.^" Like Saint-Evremond, he believes that the 
French should return to the moral seriousness of the Greek theater, 
substituting, however, Christian conceptions for the barbaric notions 
of the Greeks.^^ Current French tragedy, instead of being a moral 
spectacle, resembles the heroic romances, even Corneille and Racme 
having yielded to the popular uste for gallantry."^ Fenelon repeats that 
tragedy should deal with great historical events and should not resemble 
comedy, which is linuted to the "mceurs des hommes dans unc condi- 
tion priv&.” If Racine had composed his “Oedipe,” which was to 
have had no love in it, he would have won the favor of Church and 
public alike.** 

Turning to English literature in his discussion of style, F^elon re- 
marks that the French, who have too great a pride in the purity of their 

**lbid, lUd., p. 134. p. 133. 

** Fjndoa, "LetCre sur les occupations de rAcad^ie,” in (Euvnt, III, 228, 

IM., p, 2t8. lUd., p. 246. ** Ibid., p. 238. 

•• Ibid., p. 335. •* Ibid,, p. 337. 
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toogu^ should do as the English do: enrich their language with words 
borrowed from foreign huaguages.*' Anticipatmg Voltaire’s objections 
to the rigidity of the French rules for versification, he says that the 
greatest poets are forced to write weak hues and flat verses to meet the 
necessity of rhyme.** Heroic poetry is particularly handicapped in at- 
taining the variety and majesty required. 

Texte thinks that F^elon obtained from Andrew Michel Ramsay the 
idea of a limited monarchy portrayed in Book V of Tilimaque, a con- 
ception later adopted by Voltaire m his Lettres phtlosophiques?’’ Ram- 
say, a Scotchman converted to Cathohcism by Fwelon, composed a 
treatise on epic poetry which was prefixed to the first authorized edition 
of TSlimaque.^^ He makes the customary neoclassic explanation of the 
allegorical basis of epic poetry and says that Tilimaque is superior to 
all other epic poems, because its moral is superior.** Homer and Virgil 
were concerned with the particular needs of their own peoples, but 
F^elon had for his aim “le bonheur du genre-humain.” The moral of 
Tilimaque is in the tradition of the later ancients, of Plato, Socrates, 
and Cicero.*® 

Ramsay says that tragedy has the same moral aim as the epic poem, 
but it portrays the pumshment of the wicked rather than the reward 
of the virtuous. 

II y a deux mani^es d’instruire les hommes pour les rendre bons. La premiere, 
en leur montrant la diiformitd du vice, & ses suites funestes; c’est le dessein 
principal de la Tragidte. La seconde, cn leur decouvrant la beaut£ de la 
vertu, & sa fin heureuse; c’cst le caiact^re propre a VEpopie, ou poeme 6pique. 
Les passions qui appartiennent a I’unc, sont la terreur & la piti^; celles qui 
convicnnent i I’autre, sont I’admiration & I’amour. Dans Tune, les actcurs 
parlent; dans I’autre, le poete fait la narration.*^ 

This distinction is not rigid, for parts of the Iliad are in the manner 

•® Ibtd , pp. aao-ai. •• Jbid , p lyf. 

Texte, Jean-facques Rousteau et les ongmes du cosmopohtssme httirasre, p 35. Texte 
wntes; "Di/i F&elon, instruit de la constitution anglaise par I’Ecossais Ramsay, r£ve 
d'un gouvernement qui laisse les rois ’lout-puissants pour le bien et impuissants pour le 
mal.’ " Texte adds diat "la foimule a reprise textuellement par Voltaire: Lettres 
asiglsuses, viu." Voltaire says {(Euvres, XIV, 71) that Ramsay wrote to him in regard to 
F&ielon as follows: "S'll £tait ni en Angleterre, il aurait diveloppi son g^nie et doaat 
I'essor sans crainte It ses pnncipes, que personne n'a connus " 

** Andrew Michel Ramsay, “Discours de la poesie ^pique," prefixed to Fdnelon, Les 
Aventures de Tilimaque, pp. i-u. 

** Ibid., pp. xxii-xxm. 


*0 Ibid., p. xxi. 


Ibid., p. il. 
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of tragedy. For example, the fury of Achilles is not a suitable subject 
for admiration and imitation, for it brings misfortune upon Greece. 

Ramsay justifies the use of prose in the same way that Mme Dacier 
had justified it.*^ The majesty of expression proper to epic poetry is 
not attainable in French verse. In England, Milton liberated verse from 
the constraint of rhyme; some day the French will ako achieve the noble 
liberty of verse without rhyme. 

In the few years between Finelon’s Lettre sur les occupations de 
rAcadimie and Du Bos’s Reflexions critiques sur la poSsie et h peinture, 
published in 1719, interest in English literature rapidly gathered momen* 
turn in France. Muralt's Lettres sur les Anglois were widely circulated 
in manuscript and cited in literary journals.*^ The Spectator was trans- 
lated in 1714 ** and went through at least eight editions before 1728.*“ 
In 1715 Collier’s Short View of the Immoraltty and Profaneness of the 
English Stage was translated, and it immediately found many readers.^* 
In 1717 the most extensive reference to English literature yet to appear 
in any French journal, an article of some fifty pages, was printed in 
the Journal httiraire, of the Hague, and there were increasingly numer- 
ous references in the Mercure de France and other magazines. 

The “Dissertation sur la pocsie angloise” which appeared in 1717 in 
the Journal litteraire, of the Hague,*® was of outstanding importance 
in turning the attention of French writers toward the English theater. 
The article favored the opinion, fast becoming prevalent, rfiat France 
and England were pre-eminent m literature and that their qualities 
were complementary. The article declares that, despite neglect of the 
rules, English genius “a brille dans tous les genres d’ecrire tant en prose 
qu’en vers” *® and that the French arc wrong to disdain English litera- 
ture. Probably the English are justified, the article contmues,®® to charge 
that the French language, as a result of the exaggerated purity of French 

** IbtJ , pp. 3KV1I1-XXX. 

** See the corament of Charles Gould in ‘IntroducnoD,’’ p. 45, to his edition of Muralt, 
Lettres sur les Anglou et les Franfots et sur les voiages. 

** Jutsetand, Shakespeare en France sous I’ancten rigime, p. 133 
Telleen, Mdton dans la httirature jranfotse. Pans, 1904, p, 23. 

** lusserand, op. at. 

For an account of early references to English literature in French )oumais tee ihd., 
pp. 14s ff.; also Lovenng, VActtpiti intellectuelle de FAngleterre d'apris I'aneien 
"Mercure de France " pp. 15 ff. 

«s “Dissertadon sur la poetie angl^>” Journal httiraire, IX (1717), 157-216. 

**lbid., p. 159. ^IMd., p. 160. 
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taste, has become inferior to the English language as a poetic medium. 
The English tongue is richer, because the English adopt foidgn words 
and phrases, invent new ternis, and employ the most hardy metaphors.'^ 
“Point de belle Poesie sans la hardiesse" advises the writer of the article 
in recommending imitation of the English.'’^ The failure of the French 
in the field of epic poetry is in part due to the overrefinement of the 
French language. Tilimaque, however, equals anything the ancients 
or the moderns have produced, and Fcnelon’s prose is superior to the 
blank verse in which Milton wrote Paradise Lost?* 

In speaking of English drama, the article mentions chiefly Dryden and 
Shakespeare. Dryden, “un des plus estimez dans le genre,” dares to call 
the tragedies of Corneille “whipped-crcam tragedies,"®* but one has 
only to compare Dryden’s Oedipe with that of Corneille to see that the 
best part of Dryden’s play was pillaged from that of Corneille, whole 
scenes having been copied word for word.®® With respect to Shakespeare, 
the article declares that his plays cannot be called “tragedies,”®® for 
they do not conform to the accepted rules for tragedy. There is no unity 
of effect, the spectators being alternately moved and calmed by pathetic 
and light scenes. All is confusion, and no attention is paid to rules of 
time and space. Yet Shakespeare sometimes hits off inimitable strokes.®'^ 
Among contemporary English playwrights the article mentions Addison, 
Rowe, and Philips and commends particularly Addison’s Cato?* In 
surveying other fields of Enghsh literature it mentions Dryden for his 
extraordinary talent for satire,®® but observes that an odious malignity 
and a disgusting obscenity spoil his productions. The licentiousness of 
the court of Charles II, says the article, is portrayed in Dryden’s Absalom 
and Achitophel. 

The Abb^ Du Bos, in his Reflexions antiques sur la poesie et la pein- 
ture, accepts the current theory that the stage is a means of teaching 
morality through precepts and examples.®® Just as the Lacedemonians 

^^Ibid , p. i6i, p. 162. ^Ihid,, p. 177. 

“ Ihd., pp. 198-99, Doralice, 10 Dryden’s Marriage ada-tnode. Act III, scene 3 (None- 
such ed., in, 46), says that French poetry “is die very Leaf-gold of Wit, the very Wafers 
and whip’d Cream of sense, for which a man opens his mouth and gapes, to swallow 
nodiing." 

•• Ibtd., p. 199. •• Ibid., p. 202. p. 203. 

**Ibid., p. 215. ^*lbid., pp. 171-72. 

^References are to an English ttantladon; Du Bos, Critiad Hefeedont on Poetry, 
Painting and Mutie, tr. into Engfisk by Thomat Nugent. 

Brunetfere, in L’Eutdiition det geuret, p. 144, says that Voltaire owed much to Du Bm. 
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in ancknt times exhibited drunken slaves to their sons to teach them 
temperance, so Le Cid teaches us not to converse of things we have much 
at heart when the discussion may terminate in a quarrel, and Phidre, 
although the heroine is a criminal against her will, that we should con- 
trol our passions so that we shall not be dominated by them.*^ To purge 
the passions means to remove those passions which are prejudicial to so- 
ciety. 

Du Bos reveals an unprecedented intimacy with English drama and 
quotes the opinion of a celebrated English poet, apparently Dryden, 
that the Romans and Greeks of Racine's tragedies are all French cour- 
tiers.”^ He agrees that gallantry and an exaggerated purity of taste have 
injured the French theater,** and he protests that it was not amorous 
intrigue that shook down the Roman empire.** 

In conformity with the theory of the parallel of poetry with painting, 
Du Bos emphasizes, as does Voltaire, the necessity of appealing to the 
eye and ear in the theater.** Poetry must delight, else the moral will go 
neglected, and to dehght there must be an appeal to the senses. The 
English carry this to an extreme.** In Dryden’s time it was customary 
to show Julius Caesar stamping his foot in rage, and tragic declamation 
called for a sullen wild carriage and frantic gestures. But the French 
stage does not have enough appeal to the senses. He agrees with Addi- 
son that for Camille to be slain behind the scenes after Horace crosses 
the stage is to give the impression of a murder in cold blood.*'' 

The English and the French carry things to opposite extremes in 


Voltaire himself once spoke of the Rifieaont {(Euvres, XIV, 66), as *'le Iivre le plus utile 
qu'on ait jamais 6crit sur ces madires,” 

Texte in lean-Jacques Routieau et let ongtnet iu eotmopol$t$ttne Itttiraire, p. 40, notes 
that Du Bos was in London in 1698 and 1703 and that he translated several scenes from 
Addison's Cato for the Nouveliet UtUnum de la Haye, VIII (October, 1716), 385. 

Jusserand, in Sha^eipeare tn France tout Fancien rfpme, p. 356, comments that the 
Rifiexiont had a wide sale throughout the century and that between 1719 and 1746 there 
were five editions. Faguet, m “Comment Voltaire a confu r6pop6e," Revue dtt court et 
eoufSreneet, IX, ist ser. (January, 1901), 484-85, considers ^e possibility that Voltaire 
talked with Du Bos about the requirements of an epic poem b^ore he composed the 
Henriade. Voltaire speaks of Du Boa as follows in Le Slide de Louit XIV ((Euvtet, XIV, 
553)1 "L’abbd Du Bos, homme d’un tris-grand sens qui 6 cnvait son traitd sur la podsie 
et sur la peinture vers I’an 1714, trouva que dans toute rhisioire de France il n'y avait de 
vrai sujet de poeme dpique que la destruction de la Lague par Menri le Grand.'* 

*>- Du Bos, Crttiad Refiectiotit on Poetry, Painting and Matte, I, 355-57. 

**ltid„ pp. Ill 8 . **lbid., pp. 109-10, 254 ff. 

**Jbid., pp. 101-3. pp. 330 £f. 

•• IMd., pp. 344 8 . « IMd., p. 347. 
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style also.*’ English style is too pompous, and English dramatists use 
metaphor and comparison to such an extent that their plays are strained 
and unnatural. But the French are not daring enough, Du Bos says, 
and he quotes a certain Marquis to the effect that reading French poetry 
after reading Latin is like drinking water. Du Bos thinks that in Athdie 
Racine was able to employ with good effect a figurative and majestic 
style suitable to an oriental subject'* 

Father Brumoy’s Le Thidtre des Grecs, a translation of a number of 
Greek tragedies with a discourse on the origin of tragedy, appeared in 
1730. Brumoy’s critical ideas are those of his age. “II est aise de voir en 
effet que la trag^die n’est que Ic poeme epique cn raccourci,” he states.'^® 
Tragedy was derived from the epic poem, and its purpose is the same 
as that of the epic, to teach “une verite morale, revetue d’unc fable.” In 
ancient tragedy the chorus served to point out the moral of the action,^' 
and Racine is to be commended for reviving the chorus in AthalieP 
Epic and tragedy are governed by the same rules, but the style of tragedy, 
while it should be “rempli d'expressions fortes, de couleurs vives, de 
traits hardis, de figures cnergiques,” ’’ should not be as majestic as 
that of the epic. Aeschylus borrowed to an excessive degree the pomp 
of the epic.''® Brumoy regrets, with Dacier, that the French must use 
the same Alexandrian verse for both epic and tragedy.''* 

Textc, in his study of the relations of Rousseau and English litera- 
ture," accepts Muralt, Prevost, and Voltaire as the most important 
figures in introducing the taste for English literature into France. 
Muralt’s letters were finally printed in 1725. Prevost’s Mimmres et avert- 
tures d’un homme de qualiti also preceded Voltaire’s Lettres philo- 
sophiques, the first volume appearmg in 1728 and the seventh and last 
in 1731. Prevost started publishing the Pour et contre, a literary review 
in the manner of Addison’s Spectator, in 1733, the year preceding the 
publication of Voltaire’s Lettres philosophtques, promising to give in 
each issue “quelque particularite mteressante touchant Ic genie des 
Anglois.” '* The Pour et contre contmued until 1740. George R. Havens, 

•» Ibtd . pp. 234 g , 256 g., 283 g •» ihd., n, 409 

Brumoy, "Discoun sur Tongine de la tragddie,” in Le Thditre det Grecs, I, 80 
tbtd., p 65. ihd., p. 106. rs ibtd., p. 108. 

** tbut,, p. 129. rt p. jjg, ra rWrf., p. 124. 

** Texts, Jean-Jacfttet Rotuseeu et kt ongmet du cosmopaiititme litttrmre, pp. 43 ff. 
^•Po«r et cotttre, I, xi, died by Havens, The Abbi Prevost end 'Ett^k Utetvtme, 

p. as. 
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in his study of Provost’s relations with English literature, although he 
emphasizes the essential narrowness of Provost’s taste, says that Pr^ost 
embraced the doctrine that France had something to learn from Eng- 
land as well as from Greece and Rome and that his liberalizing spirit 
was instrumental m preparing the age to substitute imitation of Eng- 
land for imitation die ancients.''* 

In the second volume of the Mimotres et aventures i’un homme de 
qtuditi Provost notes the flourishing condition of the English theater 
and says that he has seen several English plays “qui m’ont paru ne le 
c&ler ni aux grecques, ni aux fran^ises. J’ose m£me dire qu’elles les 
surpasseraient, si leurs poetes y mettaient plus de regularite.” ** He cites 
Hamlet, Dryden’s Don Sebastian, and Otway’s Venice Preserved among 
English tragedies and names Congreve and Farquhar among writers 
of comedies, the same authors whom Voltaire mentions in the Lettres 
phtlosophiques?^ In an early number of the Pour et contre he discusses 
Milton's Paradise Lost, but says that Dryden is better known than Mil- 
ton.®* The only play that Prevost translated in the Pour et contre was 
Dryden’s All for Love, in 1735.®® Later he translated Dryden’s Alex- 
ander's Feast ®^ to illustrate the sublime style of English poetry, an ex- 
ample that Voltaue also uses. But he is not in favor of too epic a style 
m the theater, and he admonishes Voltaire that his dramatic style is too 
brilliant.®® In 1738 he devoted entire numbers of his periodical to Shake- 
speare, going farther in his praise than Voltaire ever went. 

If the instruction in hberal arts which Voltaire received at the college 
of Louis-le-Grand may be judged by a discourse in Latin made in 1733 
by Father Charles Force, under whom Voltaire studied and with whom 
he corresponded in later years,®® the epic theory of tragedy was part of 
Voltaire’s academic background. The dramatist is superior to the phi- 
losopher, according to Father Por&, for the philosopher makes a pro- 
fession of teaching and relies upon dry precepts, whereas the dramatist 
wins the soul to virtue in a hidden artful way.®'' The dramatist is also 

Havens, op. at., p. 125. 

See Texte, Jean-}acquet Routteau et let onginet iu cotmopolitume httSraire, p. 57. 
*^lbid. p. 66 . ** Pour et contre, VH (1735), 123-24, iq 6 - 68 , 170-240. 

** Texte, ]ean-Jacquet Routtem et let ongtnet du cotmopolmtme httinure, p. 67. 

Po«r et contre, I, No. 5 (1733), 1130. 

M VtduiK wrote to Porfe tn 1730 that when he composed (Edtpe he was “plcifi de la 
lectuie des andens et de vos lefons” {CEuvret, XXXin, 198). 

Por£e^ An Oration in Which an Enquiry It Made Whether the Stage It, or Can Be 
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superior to dbe historian, for the stage proposes nothing but «^iat may 
be of advantage, whereas the historian must often exhibit vice un> 
punished and virtue unrewarded.** Voltaire argues the same pdnts in 
similar language. por& asseits that this was the view of drama held by 
Aristotle, who wrote the laws of the drama.** Socrates went to see Eu- 
ripides’s tragedies that he might hear his own precepts repeated by 
the actors. Richelieu employed the pen which ruled the fate of Europe 
in writing tragic verses that he might establish a school in which to 
form the minds of the king and his subjects. Louis XIV commanded 
Racine to return to the stage that the young ladies of Saint-Cyr might 
be provided with precepts and examples of piety. There would be no 
controversy over the morality of the stage if dramatists took Athdie as 
their model.*® 

That the English language and the style of Enghsh poetry are particu- 
larly well suited to epic poetry was also the opinion of the Abb^ Le 
Blanc, whose Lettres d'un Frangois were published in 1745.*^ He writes 
that the English language is more copious, more hardy, better adapted to 
poetry than die French and that the mechanism of English verse is less 
rigid.** He thinks that the extreme boldness of English poets m using 
figuradve expressions gives an epic tone to English tragedy, and he 
mentions Addison’s Cato as an example. If La Motte objects to the epic 
style of the “r&it de Th^raminc” in Phidre, what would he think of the 
epic style so common on the English stage? ** The English possess a 
superior genius for poetry, and Paradue Lost would have been a master- 
piece if Milton had written with prudence and taste.*® 

Le Blanc displays a close knowledge of Dryden’s critical essays,*® and 
one of his letters is a mock art of dramatic poetry directed largely against 
Dryden.*® The way to write a successful play for the London stage 

Made a School for Fomuag the Mind to Virtue and Proving the Superiority of Theatric 
Instruction over Those of History and Moral Philosophy, p. 22. 

•* Jhd , pp. 26 ff. •• Ibid,, p. 40. »® Ihd., p. 42. 

*iSee Itfonod-Cassidy, Un Voyageur-phdosophe au XVlll* slide, p, 56. F. C. Green 
in Minuet, p. 92, says that Le Blanc's views on English drama represent a "well and long 
deserved French riposte to Dryden’s jingoistic attack on the seventeenth-century French 
dieatre" and that Le Blanc wrote “the shrewdest, the best informed, and the most devas- 
tating cnncism of our dramatic manner ever penned by a Frenchman." 

Le Blanc, Letters on the English and French Nations, I, 92, 232. 

**lbid., p. 238. **lbid., p. 242. 

*®See Jusserand, Shakespeare en France, p. 275. 

** Le Blanc, Letters on the Enghsh and French Nations, II, 235 S. 
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is to take a subject from Racine or Corneille, change the title, blow up 
the speeches, invent numerous extra characters, and write clownish 
scenes between the serbus scenes. Dances, ballets, and songs should 
be added. There should be batde scenes, prodigies in the heavens, and 
ghosts. To paint the passions, imitate Dryden, who had Cleopatra and 
Octavia quarrel like market women; this is what is meant by following 
nature in the manner of Shakespeare. The pathetic of the French lan- 
guage should be kept, but the charaaers should be made to talk against 
kings. There should be satirical remarks about priests, tirades against 
the laws, attacks upon the ministers, and a eubgy of English liberty. 
To get rid of some of the numerous characters, have them kill each 
other, poetic justice being served by having the wicked die first. 

Interest in Dryden seems to outweigh interest in Shakespeare in some 
of the minor critical writings of the period. Boyer, in his Grammaire 
(1700), had named Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Dryden, and Milton, and 
he preferred Dryden.”^ Destouches, who was sent by the regent to Eng- 
land m 1717, where he stayed until the death of the regent, in 1723, wrote 
some comedies in the English manner, and in his prefaces he praised 
the English theater, but named only Ben Jonson, Dryden, and Con- 
greve."^ Du Resnal, in his “Essai sur la critique,” printed in La BiHio- 
thique frattfotse, in 1744, unreservedly puts Dryden above Shakespeare. 

Dryden est plus connu & plus estim^ que Shakespear; il cst regard^ comme 
le plus grand Poete d’Angleterre, du moins par Ic prodigieux nombre de 
vers qui sont sortis de sa plume. On I’accuse d’avoir quclque fois abus^ de 
sa facilite. II est plein d’in£galit&. Mais dans ceux des ses ouvrages oil il 
s’est le plus neglig^, on le plaint quelquefois, dit un homme d’esprit de son 
pays, mats on I’admire toujours. Nous avons de lui quelques tragAlies & 
un grand nombre de comAiies." 

In 1752 Louis Racine’s Traiti sur la poisie dramatique et modeme 
sets forth the case for epic tragedy in concise terms and serves to sum up 
the period. It tends to confirm that Dryden’s critical essays were a 
primary source of information on the English theater and that, to a 

Texte, Jean-Jaegues Rousseau et Us ongiues du eosmopoblisme Ittthatre, p. spn. 

ss Villemain, Costrs de literature fratifaise, tableau de la litterature au XVIll* stede, 
I, 283-84. 

** Btbhothique franfoite; ou, HtsUnre de la httirature franfoise, VIII (1744), 274-75. 

Racine, Remarques sur Us tragidtes de lean Racine suttnes d'un trastS sur U 
poisie dramatique astcsenne & modeme. It seems probable that this wotk inspired Vol- 
taire’s Commentasre sur ComeSU in which die criucal method is similar. 
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considerable d^ee, Dryden represented the English theater in the 
minds of French critics. One of his chief concerns is to prove that his 
father’s Athalie represents absolute perfection m spite of the fact that 
it is more epical than tragical, judged by the rules of Aristotle.^"^ Ac- 
cording to Aristotle, Louis Racine says, tragedy should properly excite 
pity and fear.^°‘ The peril of Joas does arouse these emotions, but the 
catastrophe resolves them into admiration and tranquillity, vtrhich is 
the function of the epic.^"” 

Epic-tragedy, contends Louis Racine, is actually the logical culmina- 
tion of the development of tragedy.^*** In ancient times the poets had 
to cater to thousands of ignorant spectators. Pity and terror were found 
to have the strongest emotional effect, and Aristotle accepted them as 
proper to tragedy. In modern Europe a more refined society deserves a 
more intellectual appeal. “Notre Tragedie sans doute,” he says, “est plus 
propre que celle des Grecs a faire les delices de I’Esprit.” He would 
prefer to have tragedies composed only for a reading public and is op- 
posed to the playing of his father’s tragedies, with the possible exception 
of 

Louis Racine thought that Corneille was more to blame than Racine 
for the gallantry of the stage.^®^ Hardly a tragedy of Corneille but has 
a love intrigue, while the word Maitresse occurs only twice in all the 
plays of Raane. All tragedies are dangerous in their effect, a fact which 
his father recognized when he retired from the theater.’®* Athalie, how- 
ever, arouses admiration as well as pity and terror and thus realizes the 
moral utihty of the epic poem, as well as the emotional force of tragedy.’®* 

Maintaining that the style of his father’s plays is always perfectly 
adapted to their subjects, ranging from its most pompous form in the 
legendary material in Phidre to the simple sublunity of Athalte, Louis 
Racine is distinctly not in favor of raising dramatic style.”® He denies 
absolutely that Du Bos was correct in saying that the style of Athalte 
is pompous and oriental.’” 

With regard to the English theater Louis Racine observes that one 

l-®! tbtd , in, 7 *®* Jbtd , pp. 83-84, 96 fl., 104 

»®* Ibid . pp. 93 ff., 328, 333-34. Ibid., pp 7 . 83 II., 104, 388 ff. 

‘®» Ibid . pp. 325-26. 1 ®® Ibid , I, I B .. m, 389. 

»®» Ibid , III, 251 ff. »®* Ibid., p. 128. 

2®® Ibid., p. 389. 210 pp. 394 ff. 

222 Ibid., p. 295. 
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can say of England what Horace said of Rome, Spirat trapcum}^^ But 
the English theater is an example of a primitive theater that appeals 
to the cruder emotions. He mentions only three English plays by title, 
Dryden’s Antony and Cleopatra, Dryden and Lee’s The Dul^e of Guise, 
and Addison’s Cato. He shows some respect for Dryden, but says that 
he could not have known much about the theater, judging by his plays 
and by his remarks upon the French drama.^^^ In Antony and Cleopatra 
Dryden reveals his complete misconception of the moral purpose of 
the stage, for the proper aim of this tragedy should have been to inspire 
a horror of guilty love, not to show its tnumph.^^* Antony, dying, asks 
Cleopatra for a kiss, and Cleopatra, expiring, asks that her body be 
laid close to that of Antony. “Est-ce 1^ respecter les Moeurs, la Raison & 
la Tragcdie^” And yet, Louis Racine adds, it is in the preface of this 
play that Dryden accuses the French of lack of genius for tragedy. The 
Dul^e of Gutse is a piece proper to cause revolution and civil war and 
was written to turn ridicule on religion.^'® That the English have not 
progressed farther in the theater is not because genius is lacking, how- 
ever, but rather because of the example offered by that early English 
dramatist Shakespeare, who founded the English theater and whose 
genius and ignorance led the English astray.^ That the English still 
lack taste is shown by Dryden’s opmion that the refusal of Hippolytus 
to accuse Phedre in Racine’s play is against common sense.^^'^ 

Our survey of dramatic criticism m France during the first half of 
the eighteenth century has brought out facts which are important for 
their bearing upon Voltaire’s plays and dramatic criticism. The proposi- 
tion of the most respected critics of the previous quarter century that 
epic and dramatic poetry are one m purpose, subject, and style is the 
foundation upon which the dramatic criticism of the period rests, and 
it will everywhere be implied in the cntical ideas and plays of Voltaire. 
The corollary, to the effect that drama is a branch of moral philosophy 
and that its purpose is to teach by precept and example, is often all that 
appears in critical writings, but sometimes a critic will return to the 
original proposition and will avow again the identity of tragedy with 
the epic poem. Du Bos’s conception of tragedy is fundamentally that of 

p aoi. Wirf., p. >99. 

Ibid , p. 226. Ibid , p. 227. 

IKd., pp. 190, 197, 324. Ibid., p. 337. 
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Dacier, but be draws no analogy to epic poetry. Ramsay, Brumoy, and 
Louis Racine, however, are conscious of the epic source of the didacticism 
which underlies their conception of tragedy, and they say so explicitly. 

A sense cA the failure of the French theater to attain the high serious- 
ness and majesty considered essenual to tragedy permeates much of the 
critical comment of the period. It was the general conviction that even 
Racine, Athalie excepted, had failed to measure up to the elevated con- 
ception of the theater established by the ancients. It was generally agreed 
that it would be well to turn back to the example of the Greeks, yet it was 
clearly perceived that the Greeks were to be imiuted only in a general 
way, because their theater was a primitive theater, and their religion, 
which was the foundation of their theater, was a crude and barbarous 
religion. The English came to be substituted for the example of the 
anri en ts. This trend, initiated by Rapin, is increasingly evident in the 
rft fnmpnfs of Succeeding critics. The English were viewed as a forceful 
and serious-minded race whose liberty of thought and expression per- 
mitted them to deal with subjects smtablc for heroic poetry, even to 
portray their own history upon the stage. The poetic style of the Eng- 
lish was considered admirable in its vigor, its use of metaphor, its ex- 
tensive vocabulary, and its freedom from rigid rules, A decade before 
Voltaire returned from England the opinion prevailed that a combina- 
tbn of English genius and French taste would brmg pcrfccuon to the 
theater. 



CHAFTBR IV ENGLISH THEORY 
AND PRACTICE, 1660-1715 

'Ira ENGUSH poets who returned from exile with Charles II in 1660 ^ 
had been in France during the very years when the epic fever had been 
at its height and Chapelam, Desmarets, Le Moyne, and Scud^ were 
bringmg out their heroic poems and expounding the theory of the 
didactic epic. There can be no doubt that English neoclassicism was 
based to a great extent upon English Renaissance materials. There had 
been plenty of sentiment before the Commonwealth, for example, in 
the direction of the dramatic unities and the moral cpic.^ But the critical 
writings of Davenant, Hobbes, Dryden, Rymer, Rowe, Addison, Black- 
more, Steele, Gildon, Dennis, and Pope give abundant evidence that the 
French critics were their chief authoriues.^ 

^ Harvey-Jellte, in his Let Sourcet du iht&tre anglatt i Vipoqtie de la ’Rettaaration, 
pp. 39-30, lists the following as among English men of letters who were refugees at the 
French court: Waller, Denham, Cowley, Davenant, Hobbes, Kilitgiew, Shirley, Fanshawe, 
Cleveland, and Crashaw Later, Roscommon, Rochester, Buckingham, Wycherley, and 
Vanbrugh resided in France Harvey-Jellie mennons that some of them preferred to settle 
at Rouen rather than at Pans. 

^ See Spingarn, d HtOory of Literary Crttmtm m the Remattance, pp. 353 If., 386. 
See also Tillyard, The Miltonic Setting, pp. 141 fl. 

*With regard to the Restoration theater, emphasis is placed on the continiiaace of 
English stage tradition in the following studies. Dowim, Sir William Davemtnft Gondt- 
bert, Harbage, Cavalier Drama, McManaway, “Philip Massmger and the Restoration 
Drama,” E L H, a Journal of English Literary History, I (Dec , 1934), 376-304; Ward, 
“Massinger and Dryden,” E L H, a Journal of English Literary History, II (Nov, 
1935}) 363-66; Wilson, The Influence of Beaumont and Fletcher on RettortUton 
Drama. Hie followmg tend to stress the miluence of France and the Continent on the 
Restoration theater* Beljame, Le Public et let hommet de lettres en Angleterre au dtx- 
huitiime Slide, 1660-1744, pp 40 If.; Charlanne, L'lnfiuence franfoite en Angleterre au 
dix-tepnime slide. Chase, The English Heroic Play, Clark, William Smith, “Defimdon 
of the ‘Heroic Play' in the Restoration Penod,” Retnew of Enfdtsh Studies, VUI, pp. 437- 
44, 1933; William Smith Clark, “Historical Preface,” in Roger Boyle, The Dramanc 
Works, 3 vols., Cambridge, Mass, 1937, William Smith Clark, llie Sources of the 
Restoration Heroic Play, Renew of English Studies, IV (Jan., 1938), 49-63; Hill, La 
Calprenide"! Romances and the Restoration Drama, Parsons, "Hie English Heroic Play,” 
The Modem Language Review, XXXni, Na x (Jan., 1938), 1-14; Pendlebury, Dryden't 
Heroic Plays. 

Nicoll, in hu .if History of Restoration Drama 1660-1700, p. 30 , says that from 1660 
to 1680 English writers came as near to the French literary spirit as any body of men 
in England before or after. 'The heroic play, he writes (pp. 83 6.) is eaplaimd by a 
threefold formula: Elizabethan substratum, the spirit of the age, and foreigtt influence. 
Hm chief foreign influence he says (pp. 86-87), were the French heroic romance and the 
enmple of Corneille. Deane, in his Dramatte Theory and the Rhymed Hertde Piny, stresses 
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In England the conception of the epic poet as a political force had a 
significance which did not exist in France. The assumption by French 
critics and writers of an important role in the realm of polity was lUtle 
more than a scholarly pose, for the social order was regimented under 
Louis XIV with a thoroughness which effectively discouraged the ex- 
pression of any mdividual views stirring in literary minds.^ In contrast 
to the situation among French authors, English writers were participants 
in a desperate battle of ideas and parties.” The fierce Cathohc-Protestant 
controversy which raged during the Restoration was followed by the 
Whig-Tory quarrels of the Augustan Age, and a renewal of civil war 
was a constant threat. Questions of divme right, the subordination of 
the church to the state, and the obligation of the citizen to give un- 
questioning obedience were issues which excited passionate expression 
of opinion. Newton’s conception of the universe as a vast machine, 
operating by mathematical law, startled English minds and gave rise to 
speculations about mind and matter which had an intimate connection 
with questions of politics and religion.” Religious skepticism, firmly re- 
pressed in France, was openly debated in England, and Democritus, 
Epicurus, and Lucretius, as well as modern skeptics, such as Charron 
and Montaigne, were quoted extensively.’' The rationalism of the age 
is manifest in its literature, and the Enlightenment, which is nowhere 
reflected in Racine, is everywhere present in Dryden, his almost exact 
contemporary. Dryden ranks among the great ratiocmative poets m Eng- 
lish literature, and his surpassing ability to argue in heroic verse made 
him a powerful figure in an age of reason. 

the complexity of the pattern represented by the heroic play, but recognizes the importance 
of French cntical theory in its development Montague Summers, in his introducaon to 
the Nonesuch edition of Dryden's plays (I, xlv), remarks that “it appears well nigh im- 
possible to overestimate the importance of the heroic romance in its relations to our 
dramansts, and m particular to Diyden.” 

* Gustave Lanson, in hu Eiqmtse d’une kutotre de la tragfdtc franfoue, p 82, com- 
ments that in the epoch of Raone “La aociitf polie se d£smtfre$se de la politique et des 
matihres d'Etat. La vie est remplie par I’mtngue et I’amour I'amour seid (sauf pour le 
vieux Corneille) fourmt la manure tragsque.” 

‘ See Nicoll, “Political Plays of the Restoration,” Modem Language Hetneu/, XVI (July- 
Oct., 1921), 224; also Teeter, “Political Themes in Restoration Comedy,” unpublished 
Johns Hopluns thesis, 1936; Hughes, “Dryden as a Statist," PMohgtcal Quarterly, VI, 
No 4 (OcL, 1927), 335-50; Hartsock, “Dryden’s Plays; a Study in Ideas," in Seventeenth 
Century Studiet, 

• See Van Doren, The Poetry of John Dryden, p. 19. 

t Bredviild, The Intdleetud udrm of John Dryden, pp. 27 S. See also Stephen, Hobbet, 
P- 
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The theory of heroic tragedy, inherent in neoclassic doctrine and 
dogmatized by Rapin, Le Bossu, and Dacier permeated the Restoration 
theater quickly. English stage tradition had been broken by the closure 
during the Commonwealth, and the appeal of the reopened theaters was 
to a considerable extent artificial.^ Charles II favored dram^ in the 
French manner, sketched out plots, made suggestions with regard to 
stage scenery, and lent costumes to the actors.** The two theaters, es- 
tablished by royal decree, were patronized almost exclusively by court 
followers who went to the theater partly to ape the manners of the 
French and to distmguish themselves from the Puritans. The heroic 
play, defined and established by Dryden, flattered the courtiers by choos- 
mg to pretend with them that there was an innate quality in kmgs and 
heroes which raised them above common men. 

With the coming of William and Mary the era of brilliant court life, 
which had provided the setting and justification for Dry den’s heroic 
tragedies, was gone, but the moral viewpoint of the new age found 
literary justification in neoclassic doctrine. Attacks on the immorality 
of the Restoration stage were based, at least in part, on the ethical theories 
of the neoclassic school of criticism,’® and the formal tragedies of the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries are epic in their elevated 
style and their embodiment of Le Bossu’s conception of heroic poetry as 
moral instruction. An unprecedented willingness to submit to the dra- 
matic unities as interpreted in France also marks the new period and was 
a step farther toward a completely artificial theater. Addison’s Cato is 
probably the outstanding example of the reign of correctness and moral 
propriety in formal tragedy which followed Dryden. 

Epic didacticism governed the approach of men of letters to their 
profession. Civilization against fanaticism and royalism against mob 
rule had been epic doctrines since Virgil.” Dryden supported the rule 
of the Stuarts in the conviction that he was fulfilling the epic poet’s role, 
to praise and support the sovereign and relieve the country from the 
threat of civil strife. He looked upon the Whigs as imprudent flatterers 

* Stephen, English Literature and Soaely in the Eighteenth Century, p 58. 

* Nicoll, A History of Sestoraston Drama, 1660-1700, pp. 8-9 

’*’ Kathleen Ressler, in "Jeremy Collier's Essays,” Seventeenth Century Studies, ad ser., 
p 2;4, says that Collier based his attacks against the English stage "upon a thorough 
knowledge of seventeenth-century classical enneism — ^that of Corneille, Rapin, Boileau, 
Molihre." 

ir 'nUyaid, The Mdtonie Setting, p. 1(7. 
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o£ human nature and upon democracy as a dangerous delusion.^^ He 
was anti-pnest because he viewed bigotry as the chief cause of civil 
war. The lEollowing couplet in Tyrannic Love well expresses his attitude 
toward the dangerous religious quarrels of his time.^‘ 

Tinfected zeal you must no mercy show: 

For, from Religion, all Rebellions grow. 

It is this conception of the epic poet and of his function that Thomas 
Hobbes and William Davenant propose in their letters preceding Gondi- 
bert. Davenant’s work is a heroic poem m dramatic form, implying the 
identity of epic poem and drama, and the prefatory letters are the first 
exposition of French neoclassic theory in England.^* In composing his 
medley of epic and romance Davenant was doing just what Chapelain, 
Le Moyne, and other French poets were doing at that time in Paris, 
and the prefixed letters form a discussion of epic poetry in the manner 
prevalent among French critics for more than a generation.^'’ The letters 
are typical of English neoclassicism in their mixture of French doC' 
trines and English empiricism, for they reveal not only the influence of 
such ncoclassic critical writings as Chapelain’s preface to the Adonis, and 
Scud&y’s preface to Ibrahim, but also an Enghsh tendency toward prag- 
matic and independent thought.^^ The letters were first published in 
Paris in 1650, where both Hobbes and Davenant were members of the 
court in exile; they were republished in London in 1651, along with the 
first three books of Davenant’s poem.^^ 

The pragmatic element in the letters was probably due to Hobbes, 
who was such a powerful figure in the literature of the Restoration that 
his relation to the period has been compared to that of Descartes to 
French literature of the seventeenth century.^® Hobbes asserted that he 
applied principles of scientific inquiry to human nature and thereby 
provided a scientific basis for government.^® He declared that man was 
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a desiring animal in a mechanical and morally neutral universe. Man’s 
natural states be said, was one of constant warfare for the good things 
of life, a state from which he had managed to escape by contracting 
with his fellow men for an absolute ruler who would devise the neces- 
sary laws to maintain society. 

Hobbes believed that war was the greatest of all evils and that the 
chief cause of war was religious strife.^** His writings, although pretend- 
ing to be wholly abstract, were actually attempts to justify an absolute 
government in which the church would be subordinate to the state. 
He had been in France in i6io, when Ravaillac assassinated Henry IV, 
and he used the murder as an apt illustration of the effects of religious 
fanaticism.^^ The Protestant rebellion in England had forced him to 
flee to France and served to fortify his conviction. In France he attacked 
the Roman Catholic Church, was promptly accused of atheism,^^ and 
fled back across the Channel. Under Charles II, whom he had tutored 
in mathematics during the exile, he was again accused of atheism and 
was forbidden to express his doctrmes, but he lived fairly peacefully, 
due to the indulgent favor of the King and the large number of Hobbists 
at court.*® 

“Religion,” said Hobbes, “has been generally taken for the same thing 
with divinity (that is, with metaphysical theology), to the great ad- 
vantage of the clergy.” ** The church, he said, had profited by “phan- 
tasms” and dreams to claim supernatural powers and had succeeded in 
obscuring and confusing men’s thinking.*® For Hobbes religion, as far 
as It concerned the state, was a system of beliefs and observances im- 
posed by the sovereign. He favored complete tolerance, but in view of 
the crisis of the times he said that the only way to end rivalry in temporal 
affairs was to make the church subordinate.*® He attacked the claims 
of the papacy, but he detested the Presbyterians even more because of 
their doctrine of superiority to the state.** He insisted that his own 
beliefs were within the bounds of the Church of England and took sacra- 
ment regularly according to the Anglican rite.*® 

In his letter to Davenant, published with Gondibert, Hobbes agrees 
with Davenant that poetry is a branch of moral philosophy.*® Among 

Ibid., pp. 39-30. JAM., p. 8. ®* Ibti., pp. 44-45. 
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the Greeks, he recalls, the prophets and priests were poets, and they 
used heroic verse.'"’ Unskillful divines, says Hobbes, are often less ef- 
fective teachers of morality than poets, “for when they call unseasonably 
for Zeal, there appears a Spirit of Cruelty: and by the like error, instead 
of Truth they raise Discord; instead of Wisdom, fraud; instead of Ref- 
ormation, Tumult; and Controversie instead of Religion." 

Hobbes justifies Davenant’s merger of epic and dramatic by dividing 
poetry into three kinds — ^heroic, comic, and pastoral, corresponding to 
the three fields of human life, court, city, and country.®* Each type, says 
Hobbes, has a narrauve and dramatic form, epic ])oem and tragedy 
being the two forms of heroic poetry. Hobbes’s statement identifying 
tragedy with epic is as follows: ®® 

For the Heroique Poem narrative, such as is yours, is called an Eptque Poem. 
The Heroique Poem Dramatique is Tragedy. . . . The Figure therefore of 
an Epique Poem and of a Tragedy ought to be the same, for they differ no 
more but in that they are pronounced by one or many Persons. Which I 
insert to justifie the figure of yours, consisting of five books divided into 
Songs, or Cantoes, as five Acts divided into Scenes has ever been the approved 
figure of Tragedy. 

Davenant, in his prefatory letter, asserts that the world is ill-governed 
in modern times because the “four chief aids of Government, Religion, 
Armes, Policy and Law," not only have been defectively applied but also 
have failed to take advantage of the collateral help of heroic poetry.®* 
They have tried to prevail upon the bodies of men rather than upon their 
minds. Poetry, says Davenant, works through persuasion, and its opera- 
tions are as “resistlesse, secret, easy and subtle as is the influence of 
Planets.” ®® The examples of virtue offered in heroic poetry are often 
more effective in inculcating morality than is religion itself, which is 
universally rather inherited than taught.®® Davenant accepts the theory 
that heroic poetry is allegory, reminds his readers of the use of fable in 
the Scriptures, and recalls that Demosthenes once saved Athens by re- 
counting the fable of the dogs and the wolves.®'^ 

Davenant draws upon the political philosophy of Hobbes for his ex- 
planation of the nature of man and the origin of the state. Society is an 
armed camp which has been organized for protection against those 

•® IHd., pp. 56-57. Ibid., pp. 58-59. Ibid , p 55. 
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passions which control man in a state of nature and are still to be feared 
when men gather in muldtudes.^^ Courts and camps maintain civiliza- 
tion by offering patterns of conduct which it is the business of the heroic 
poet to hold up for admiration and imitation.^^ The princes and the 
gentry, reformed and made noble by heroic poetry, serve m turn as 
examples for the multitude, which cannot but choose to imitate them 
“as Glowworms take in and keep the Suns beams till they shine and 
make day to themselves.” Thus, heroic poetry is meant primarily for 
the grandees of the state rather than for the wolfish mob, which sur- 
rounds the courts and camps and stares like animals at a hunter’s torch.*^ 
While Davenant admits the pre-eminence of the epic poem, he divides 
his allegiance between it and tragedy, which is natural, in view of his 
early activities as a producer of plays and as collaborator with Inigo 
Jones under Charles I.^^ He is convmced not only that the heroic poem 
is the most acceptable literary work to God and man but also that no 
nation “hath in representment of great actions, either by Heroic\s or 
Dramattcks, digested Story into so pleasant and instructive a method as 
the English by their Drama." ** In Gondtbert he proposes to combine 
the advantages of drama and epic poem by proportioning his poem 
according to dramatic structure, writing five books to correspond to 
the acts of a play, with cantos to correspond to scenes and secondary 
actions to correspond to the under-plots of English tragedy.*® 

Dryden continued the work of Davenant and Hobbes in introducing 
the tenets of French neoclassicism into England.*® He aided in translat- 
ing Boileau’s Art poittque, emending it by the substitution of English 
names for French.*^ He turned to Rapin and Le Bossu especially, and 
on one occasion said that were all other critics lost, Rapin alone would 
suffice “to teach anew the rules of writing.” *® In An Essay of DramaUc\ 
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Poesie (1668) he introduced French precepts for tragedy.** His view was 
that the French excelled as critics and the English as poets. His great- 
est ambition was to write an epic poem, which he recognized as “un- 
doubtedly the greatest work which the soul of man is capable to per- 
form.” ** It was only because he could not obtain the patronage which 
would allow him to devote his energies to composing an epic poem that 
he resorted to the stage for a living and turned out twenty-eight plays. 
The epic tone, the grand manner, 1$ in nearly everything he wrote, and 
when at the royal summons he turned to political satire, it was still in 
accordance with his epical conception of the poet’s function. He con- 
sidered the writing of pamphlets undignified, and he developed the 
mock heroic into an effective poliucal weapon.** 

Dryden’s conception of the purpose, subject, and style proper to epic 
poetry was the stock conception of neoclassicism. He agreed with Rapin, 
Le Bossu, and Dacier that Virgil wrote the Aeneid with the political 
purpose of providing an example of mild rule to Augustus and of in- 
fusmg “an awful respect into the people towards such a prince; by that 
respect to conform their obedience to him, and by that obedience to 
make them happy.” ** 

The duty of the epic poet, according to Dryden, is “to form the mind 
to heroic virtue by example.” ®* Although Le Bossu’s treatise on the 
epic poem was not translated before 1695, Dryden was familiar with it 
as early as 1679, when he called Le Bossu “the best of modern Critics,” ** 
and on several occasions he submits to Le Bossu’s theory that the poet 
should pick a moral maxim before thinking of the action of his poem. 
Dryden says in this respect in one instance; 

For the moral (as Bossu observes) is the first business of the poet, as being 
the groundwork of his instruction. This being formed, he contrives such a 
design, or fable, as may be most suitable to the moral; after this he begins to 
think of the persons whom he is to employ in carrying on his design; and 
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gives them the manners which are most proper to their several characters. 
The thoughts and words are the last parts, which give beauty and colouring 
to the piece.** 

He regrets on another occasion that Spenser had been without the aid 
of Le Bossu’s treatise, for, he says, “Spenser wanted only to have read 
the rules of Bossu; for no man was ever born with a greater genius, or 
had more knowledge to support it.*’ 

If Dryden had written his epic poem, he would no doubt have em- 
bodied in it the conservative prinaples of philosophy and polity central 
to epic tradition and to his own temperament.** Dryden took a keen 
interest in the new scientific ideas of the era, was a member of the Royal 
Society and a follower of Hobbes, yet it is clear that he put his faith in 
the classics as a sufficient and final source of wisdom, eloquence, and 
beauty and that he accepted the new knowledge as useful chiefly in clear- 
ing away factors in modern thinking, which tended to obscure the truths 
which had been established by the ancients. He belonged to the En- 
lightenment, but he went to Greece and Rome not only for his literary 
principles but for his philosophical conceptions as well.** In this his 
position is essentially that of Voltaire two generations later. In a passage 
on religion, for example, which has a close parallel in Voltaire’s writings, 
Dryden says: 

I have ever thought, that the wise men m all ages have not much differed in 
their opinions of religion; I mean, as it is groimded on human reason: for 
reason, as far as it is right, must be the same in all men; and truth being 
but one, they must consequently think in the same train. Thus it is not to be 
doubted but the religion of Socrates, Plato, and Plutarch was not different 
in the main; who doubtless believed the identity of one Supreme Intellectual 
Being, which we call God.*° 

Frustrated in his desire to devote himself to composing an epic poem, 
Dryden found a partial outlet for his ambition in the heroic play, which 
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he defined as “an imitation, in little of an Heroick Poem.” He accepts 
the neoclassic view of the identity of epic poem and tragedy and writes on 
one occasion as follows: 

The Genus of them is the same ... so is the end, namely for the delight 
and benefit of Mankmd. The Characters and Persons are still the same, viz. 
the greatest of both sorts, onely the manner of acquainting us with those 
Actions, Passions and Fortunes is different. Tragedy performs it viva voce, 
or by action, in Dialogue, where in it excels the Epique Poem which does 
it duefly by narration, and therefore is not so lively an Image of Humane 
Nature.** 

Dryden’s comments on the nature of epic poem and tragedy in the 
dedication to his translation of the Aenetd also indicate how near he was 
to the theories of the French critics. At times he goes the whole way 
with Bossu and Dacier and accepts tragedy as allegory. In the “Grounds 
of Criticism in Tragedy,” prefixed to his adaptation of Trotlus and Cres~ 
sida,^^ he declares in precise terms that “the first Rule which Bossu, 
prescribes to the Writer of an Heroic Poem, and which holds too by 
the same reason in all Dramatic Poetry, is to make the moral of the 
work; that is, to lay down your self what that precept of morality shall 
be, which you would insinuate into the people.” If the purpose of the 
heroic poem, argues Dryden on another occasion,** is to present heroes 
as models of conduct, a play written on the same design should be even 
more effective, since the heroes are present before the eyes of the specta- 
tors. He modeled his heroic plays by the rules of the heroic poem, he says, 
because the heroic poem is the most instructive way of writing and 
presents the highest pattern of human hfe.** In inscribing The Conquest 
of Granada to the Duke of York, later James II, Dryden is again close 
to the doctrine of Rapin. 

The feign’d Hcroc inflames the true: and the dead vertue animates the liv> 
ing. Since, therefore, the World is govern’d by precept and Example; and 
both these can onely have influence from those persons who are above us, 
that kind of Poesy which excites to vertue the greatest men, is of greatest 
use to humane kind.** 

*^ "Of Heroique Playes, an Essay,” prefixed to The Conquest of Granada, Nonesuch 
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The moral of his play, Dryden sute^ is the same as that of the lUad: 
to show diat union preserves a commonwealth and discord destroys it.*^ 
Dryden, like most Englishmen of the period, preferred Corneille to 
any other French dramatist and considered that the course of the 
French drama had been downward since Corneille had ceased to write. 
Dryden knew the critical writings of Corneille very well. He refers to 
Corneille’s opmions frequently and evidently had Corneille’s Discours 
des trois umtSs before him when composing An Essay of Dramatic^ 
Poesie.^^ As Corneille had done before him, Dryden admitted only a 
limited belief in the necessity of fixed rules and he defended himself by 
recourse to Corneille’s arguments.’® 

Dryden’s derogatory remarks upon the efieminacy of Racinian tri^gedy 
aroused the ire of generations of French men of letters. Voltaire observed 
that critical comment in England was often taken from the observations 
of the French themselves, and Dryden, at any rate, is probably referring 
to Rapm’s Rdflextons m his dedication to the Aenad when he says that 
“The want of genius, of which I have accused the French, is laid to their 
charge by one of their own great authors, though I have forgotten his 
name, and where I read it.” ” In the same passage Dryden declares that 
since Ronsard’s time the French have found their tongue too weak to 
support their epic poetry and that in general the genius of French poets, 
like their tongue, is light and trifling in comparison with that of the Eng- 
hsh and more proper for sonnets, madrigals, and elegies than for heroic 
poetry.” He is saying no more than had often been said by French critics 
when in his “Grounds of Criticism in Tragedy” he charges that Bajazet 
is a French courtier.’® 

The present French poets arc generally accus’d that wheresoever they lay the 
Scene, or in whatsoever Age, the manner of their Heroes arc wholly French: 
Racin’s Bajazet is hred at Constanttnopie; but his civiliues are convey’d to 
him by some secret passage, from Versadles mto the Seragbo. But our Shake* 
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spear, having ascrib’d to Henry the Fourth the character of King^ and of a 
Fath^, gives him the perfect manners of each Relation, when either he 
transacts with his Son, or with his Subjects. 

His most celebrated attack on Racine comes in his preface to AU for 
Love, written after he had thrown off mudi of his subservience to the 
French school. In this preface Dryden says that French critics have 
censured his scene between Octavia and Cleopatra on the ground that 
their verbal exchange offends against the greatness of their characters 
and the modesty of their sex. In reply he quotes Montaigne to the effect 
that the French dwell too much on ceremony and not enough on the 
substance of things, and he is comforted to think, after reading Mon- 
taigne that “by this opinion my Enemies are but sucking Critiques, who 
wou’d fain be nibblmg ere their teeth are come.” Dryden then proceeds 
to his celebrated anack on Phidre. He accuses French dramatists of 
being civil, but dull, and remarks concerning Racine’s hero: 

In the mean time we may take notice, that where the Poet ought to have 
preserv’d the character as it was deliver’d to us by Antiquity, when he should 
have given us the picture of a rough young man, of the Amazonian strain, 
a jolly Huntsman, and both by his profession and his early rising a Mortal 
Enemy to love, he has chosen to give hun the turn of Gallantry, sent him to 
travel from Athens to Pans, taught him to make love, and transform’d the 
Hippolitus of Eunpides into Monsieur Hippolite.''* 

Dryden’s expressed aim in his heroic play is to raise tragedy to a 
more epic plane. He would impose upon it the epic function of present- 
ing an ideal hero to inspire admiration and imitation. He would avoid 
gallant subjects and would draw his heroes after those of Homer and 
Tasso.''* In style he would take advantage of the strength and eleva- 
tion of the English language, load his verse with metaphors and com- 
parisons and strive for the sublimity of the epic poem. 

In practice, however, Dryden was eminently practical, and he insured 
his success by employing all the elements which would please and flatter 
his audience.''' No critic has ever been impressed with the moral teach- 
ing of his plays. As Walter Scott remarked,'® the extraordinary prin- 
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dples and motives of his characters are those of the heroic romances 
which were the rage of the day. In contrasting the extravagant bombast 
of Dryden’s heroes with the ranting of Shakespeare’s characters Scott 
comments^* that the outburst of Hotspur concerning the pursuit of 
honor paints his enthusiastic character and is quite different from the 
exuberant confidence in his own prowess and contempt of every one 
else exhibited by Dryden’s Almanzor in The Conquest of Granada. 
When his heroes were accused of performing gross impossibilities, Dry- 
den justified them as being drawn according to the heroes of the Iliad,*^ 
and he reminds his critics that the aim of the epic poet is to arouse ad- 
miration, a more manly passion than pity and terror.^^ 

Dryden made Lttle attempt at historical accuracy, and his plays are 
in this respect closer to the opera of his day than to the historical tragedies 
of Shakespeare. He went to history for some of the events in The Con- 
quest of Granada, but the drama has the general atmosphere of ex- 
travagant gallantry that is typical of the romances. 'The evolution of the 
heroic play in England is actually closely linked with that of opera.*® 
Davenant had been Inigo Jones’s collaborator in contriving masques at 
the court of Charles I, and his Siege of Rhodes, which Dryden called the 
first heroic play,®* was staged as an opera during the Commonwealth. 
Dryden’s The Indian Emperour was, perhaps, derived ultimately from a 
series of opera-like scenes entitled The Cruelty of the Spaniards in Peru, 
which Davenant had devised to escape the ban on theatrical performances 
under Cromwell.®* Dryden had to compete with the growing popularity 
of opera, and he took full advantage of the opportunity for exotic 
mountings and decoration which the romances provided, making fre- 
quent use of songs, dances, and supernatural manifestations, all of which 
were features of operatic performances.** 

Dryden’s greatest achievement in the theater was his heroic style. He 
won his way through sheer metrical genius, says a modern critic,®® who 
«/M. 
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adds that The Indian Emperour must have sounded suddenly like a 
gong on English ears. In a sense, this critic remarks, Dryden created 
Pope, who learned versification from Dryden’s works.^^ It is in the “full 
resounding” style of Dryden that the eighteenth century will show most 
interest, and it was Dryden’s heroic style that Voltaire especially ap- 
preciated. Dryden emphasized particularly the value of metaphor for 
heightening poetic style and said that the French had failed in epic 
poetry because they hesitated to use figurative expressions. In the 
dedication to the Aeneid he comments: 

I said before, and I repeat it, that the affected purity of the French has un- 
sinewed their heroic verse. The language of an epic poem is almost wholly 
figurauve: yet they are so fearful of a metaphor, that no example of Virgil 
can encourage them to be bold with safety.^* 

In seeking to give to his tragedies the majesty of the heroic poem 
Dryden borrowed heavily from the epic style of the poet whose works 
he knew best, his “master,” Virgil.®° In the early plays he is most 
obviously indebted to Virgil when he describes a martial exploit or an 
act of divine intervention.**^ Then Virgilian comparisons arc frequent, 
and at times he translated directly from the Aeneid. In later plays he 
tended to limit his most epic passages to exposition, probably feeling 
that m an opemng scene he might adopt a more expansive and leisurely 
manner than in the heart of the action. The opening scene of The Con- 
quest of Granada, in which the audience learns of Almanzor’s feats in a 
bull fight, IS a long epic narrative mechanically split up into speeches, 
in obvious imitation of the games in the Aeneid . There are Latmisms, 
such as the “darted cane,” and even “Virgilian” hcmistichs.*® In later 
years, after he had quit the theater, Dryden regretted somewhat the 
bombast of his earlier style. He recognized that a hero in the heat of 
action should not speak hke a poet, and he repents having had Monte- 
zuma die with a simile upon his lips. It is a fine one, says Dryden, but 
“ambitious, and out of season.” 
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Since Voltaire was especially interested in passages in Dryden’s plays 
and poems which have a skeptical cast, it is useful to turn, before leav- 
ing Dryden, to this aspect of his theater. Neoclassic critics held that 
the epic poet must look about upon his nation and choose a useful moral 
lesson before assembling plot and characters. The fierce religious disputes 
of the time were the chief peril of Restoration England, and Dryden, 
like Davenant and Hobbes, seems to have found literary justification for 
dealing with religious and pohtical questions in the neoclassic theory 
that the epic poet should act as advisor to the prince and philosopher 
for the state. A recent critic has wondered that Dryden chose such an 
awkward method of discussing the Catholic-Protestant controversy as 
that in The Hind and the Panther, m which the rival churches are repre- 
sented as forest animals. May not The Htnd and the Panther be con- 
sidered a natural consequence of Dryden’s respect for the fable theory of 
epic poetry? 

The skeptical passages in Dryden’s plays, which usually stand out as 
set pieces which can be shortened or even removed without injury to 
the play, doubtless reflect Dryden’s skeptical turn of mind. He remarked 
in the preface to Religto Laid that he was skeptical by nature.*® Scott’s 
opinion was that Dryden was skeptical concerning revealed religion and 
that his conviction hovered between natural religion and the faith of 
Rome.®* Dryden’s entrance into the Roman Catholic Church was flnally 
on a fideistic basis in accordance with his skeptical views; before and 
after his conversion to Catholicism he was anti-clerical. His position 
in the religious controversy of the period ranged from the rabid Protes- 
tantism of The Spanish Fryar to the orthodoxy of Tyrannic Love, a 
range of opinion which was unified by his uniform dislike for priests; 
it was, perhaps, not much wider in its variation than were the views 
of Charles II, who wavered between the rival churches. In 1681, for 
example. The Spanish Fryar, which had attracted special attention, ob- 
tained the protection of the king.*® 

Many passages relating to religion in Dryden’s plays are marked by a 
rationalistic bent. In Tyrannic Love Saint Catherine, when disp uting 
among the pagans, converts Apollonius by showing the rational and 

•* Works, X, II. •• Works, I, 258-62. 

•t Bredvold, The Intellectual Mtlteu of John Dryden, p. 121. 

N1C0II, “Political Plays of the Restoration,” Modem Language Revieta, XVI (July- 
October, 1921), 233. 
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ethical superiority of Christianity, hardly going beyond the principles 
of natural religion.** There are frequent references in his plays to the 
dilemma of free will and necessity, the great ethical problem raised in a 
new form by Hobbes deterministic doctrines.^** Almanzor, for example, 
in The Conquest of Granada, exclaims, 

O Heaven, how dark a Riddle’s thy Decree, 

Which bounds our Wills, yet seems to leave ’em free! 

Since thy fore-knowledge cannot be in vain, 

Our choice must be what thou did’st first ordain: 

Thus, like a Captive in an Isle confin’d, 

Man walks at large, a Pris’ner of the Mind: 

Wills all his Crimes, while Heav’n th’ Indictment draws; 

And, pleading guilty, justifies the laws.'"^ 

There are references to the same problem in The Indian Queen and in 
Tyrannic Love}^* Almahide in The Conquest of Granada approaches 
the scafiFold with a deistic sentiment which anticipates Voltaire’s Zaire. 

• Thou Pow’r imknown, if I have err’d, forgive: 

My infancy was taught what I believe.^®* 

In the dedication to Aureng~Zebe Dryden’s words would seem to reveal 
a famiharity with the skeptical viewpoint of Montaigne when he re- 
marks, “Our minds arc perpetually wrought on by the temperament of 
our Bodies, which makes me suspect: they arc nearer alli’d, than riihi^r 
our Phibsophers or School-Divines will allow them to be.” He was 
accused of irrchgion after the playing of Tyrannic Love and charged 
with atheism on the basis of a passage in The Dul(e of Guise.^^^ In The 
Indian Emperour the celebrated scene in which a fanatical .Sp anish priest 
tries to force Montezuma to renounce his pagan faith and at the sam<» 
time reveal his store of hidden gold is typical of Dryden’s charge that 
greed was at the bottom of religious fanaticism and that the church 
should limit its interest to the souls of men.^®’' The arguments of Monte- 
zuma, spoken on the torture rack, are near to deism and were widely 

** Bredvold, The Intelleetual Mtheu of John Dryden, p. 1x4, 

Bredvold, “Dryden, Hobbes, and the Royal Society," Modem PhiMogy, XXV (May, 
19*8), 433. 

Act IV, Nonesuch ed.. Ill, 141. 

“‘Bredvold, "Dryden, Hobbes, and die Royal Sodety," Modem PluMogy, XXV 
(May, 1938), 433. 

“• Act V, Nonesuch ed., m, 149. to* Nonesuch ed., IV, 80. 

“* Bredvold, The InteUecUud Milieu of John Dryden, p. 107. 

*^ltid,, p. to8, tUd,, p. no. 
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quoted in Restoration circles.***' Dryden frequently indicated contempt 
for the priesthood, as in his alteration of Shakespeare’s Trmlus and Cres- 
sida, where Calchas is described not as simply a “priest,” but as a 
“rascally rogue Priest,” good for nothing but keeping a mistress.***' 

Dryden’s skepticism in religion and his conservatism in politics 
stemmed to some extent from Hobbes. According to Richard Leigh,**' 
Hobbes gave Dryden the reasons and the pohtical ornaments of The 
Conquest of Granada, and Aubrey, in the notes he collected toward a life 
of Hobbes,*** says that Dryden was a great admirer of Hobbes and often 
“makes use of his doctrme in his plays— from Mr. Dryden him s elf .” As 
they had seemed to Hobbes, the activities of the League and Ravaillac’s 
assassination of Henry IV seemed to Dryden apt illustrations of the 
evil resulting from the interference of priests in politics. As early as 
1660 he had sketched out a play about the Duke of Guise, leader of the 
League, which he designed to be a political parallel, but he put the play 
aside.**' With Lee’s aid he finished the play quickly in 1682 and pre- 
sented It as a parallel of the Whigs’ attempt to pass an Exclusion Bill 
against the Duke of York.*** Dryden displayed an intimate knowledge 
of Davila’s history of the League in his Defense of the Du\e of Gnirr,*** 
and in 1684, at the request of Charles II, he translated Maimbourg’s 
History of the League in a further effort to build up a case against the 
Whigs.**® 

As did Voltaire, Dryden often expressed a mild view of royal preroga- 
tive that was close to approval of a limited monarchy.**® In the dedica- 
tion of All for Love he says that “no Christian Monarchy is so absolute, 
but ’tis circumscrib’d with Laws,” *** and in the Vindication of the Du\e 

p. iia. 

10s i^coll, “Political Play* of the Rettorabon,” Modern Language Reneu/, XVI (July- 
October, 1921), 23311. 

11 ** Bredvold, The Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden, p. iiSn. 

Teeter, “The Dramabc Uie of Hobbs's Poliocal Ideas,” E LH; a Journal of En^h 
literary Hutory, III, No. 2 (June, 1936), 149. 

to Dryden's comments m “Hie Vindication of the Duke of Guise,” Nonesuch ed., 
V, 299 S. 

See Montague Summers's explanatory note on the prologue. Nonesuch ed., V, 459. 

to Montague Summers's note, Nonesuch ed., V, 208. 

«» Worlit, XVn, 8i-8a. 

Hughes m hu article “Dryden as a Statist,” Philological Quarterly, VI, No. 4, 
(October, 1927), 349, comments; “The author of Abtalom and Adutophel was no demo- 
crat, but hu mdependence of extreme royalut ideas m that satire it strikiiig.” 

iiT jifonesuch IV, 178. 
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0/ Guise, in referring to current Whig propaganda to the effect that 
those who had property should have the political power, Dryden says 
with regard to the authority of Charles that “preservation of his right 
destroys not our propriety, but maintains us in it.”^^^ Further sub- 
stantiation of the view that Dryden was in favor of a limited monarchy 
is provided in his correspondence,^^* where he speaks with approval 
of his grandfather’s opposition to an unjust tax levied by Charles I and 
takes pride in his having gone to prison for it. But if Dryden was un- 
convinced of the divine right of kmgs to rule with absolute authority, 
he was no less so of the ability of the people to rule themselves. He had 
a Hobbesian distrust of human nature and spoke of his “loathing to the 
specious Name of a Republic.” *** 

Since Voltaire showed an especially keen interest in the anti-priest 
sentiments and deistic arguments of The Indian Emperour, excerpts 
from the play are given for reference in an appendix.^*^ Voltaire went 
chiefly to Act I, scene 2, in which Cortez and Vasquez announce to 
hfontezuma the nature of their claims to his gold and territory, and to 
the celebrated episode in Aa V, scene 2, in which a Christian priest 
attempts to torture the Indian emperor into accepting the Christian 
rehgion and revealing at the same time a store of hidden gold. 

In 1674, six years after Dryden had introduced the arguments of 
French critics in An Essay of Dratnattck^ Poeste, Thomas Rymer made 
his translation of Rapin’s Riflexions?^^ Rymer devotes part of his pref- 
ace to discussing Rapin’s brief, but flattering, remarks on the superior 
genius of the English for serious poetry. Rapin had said that En g lish 
genius was due to a melancholy and brutal temperament resultmg from 
English isolation and to a rich and figurative language. Rymer will not 
admit that the English are crude, but seizes upon the superiority of the 
language as the real reason for their superiority.^*® 

The French tongue, in comparison with the English, says Rymer, 
“wants sinews for great and heroick Subjects, and even in Love-matters, 
by their own confession, is a very Infant.” The French try in vain 

Bredvold, The Intellectual MtUeu of John Dryden, p 149, 

I'^^lbtd , p. 148. w® Preface to All for Love, Nonesuch ed., IV, 178 

1*1 Infra., Appendix, pp. 153-57. 

Since Rymer's preface in the original edition is without pagination, references are 
to the preface as given in Spingam, Critical Etiayt of the Seventeenth Century, II, 163-81 
^**lbid., pp. 165-66. ^**Ihtd. 
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to make up for the weakness of their language by using the long Alex- 
andrian verse, but the fact is that their language is faint and languishing 
and has not the copiousness and dignity which heroic verse requires.^’” 
The English tongue, in contrast, has the weight, the fullness, the force, 
and the gravity which make it fit above all other languages for heroic 
poetry.^*® 

Rymer agrees with the French neoclassic critics that the aim of the 
epic poem is political morahty,^®^ that its subject should be the career 
of a national hero in whose success heaven itself is interested, that it 
should inspire admiration and a desire to imitate, and finally that in 
style it should be majestic and dignified. He agrees that the French 
have a superior knowledge of the rules, ^-® but he argues that despite 
English neglect or ignorance of the rules of Aristotle, his fellow country- 
men are superior. 

Many of the greatest Wits of France have attempted the EpicJ(, [says 
Rymer] hut their performance answer’d not expectation; our fragments 
are more worthy than their finish’d pieces. And though, perhaps, want of 
encouragement has hinder’d our labours in the Ef»c, yet for the Drama the 
World has nothing to he compared with us. 

Rymer praises Dryden above all modern poets. In proving English 
superiority in epic poetry, for example, he takes the familiar course of 
comparing passages on night.'®® He chooses descriptions of night from 
the Argonauttca of Apollonius, the Aenetd of Virgil, the Gerusalemme 
liberata of Tasso, the Adorns of Marini, La Pucelle of Chapelain, the 
Saint Louts of Le Moyne, and finally from Dryden’s heroic play The 
Indian Emperour. His conclusion is that Dryden has greater variety 
of matter, better choice of thoughts, and “something more fortunate 
than the boldest fancy has reached, and something more just than the 
severest reason has observed.” '®' 

In the advertisement of his own heroic tragedy Edgar the English 
Monarch}^^ licensed in 1677, Rymer makes the essential features of 
heroic tragedy praise of the monarch, a prosperous ending, and use of 
the heroic couplet.**® 

Before writing his Short View of Tragedy, published in 1693, Rymei 

p. 167. p. 168. 

p. 167. ***Wirf, pp 173-74. pp. 174 ff. 

, p. 180. Rymer, Edgar or the EngUsh Monarch. 

^**lbtd., “Advertisement” (no pagmauon). 
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evidently read Huet, Dacier, and other French and Italian critics, 
and he couples Dacier with Le Bossu as the reformers of modem criti- 
cism.^*” He defends the moral utility of tragedy in the same terms as 
had Dacier, saying that it is basically an allegory and was so understood 
by the Greeks.^‘° In its use of parable it is comparable to the Scriptures 
themselves.^®^ Rymer concludes (as did Dacier) : “The Medicine is not 
less wholesom, for the Honey, or the gilded Pill. Nor can a Moral Lesson 
be less profitable, when dressed and set off with all the advantage and 
decoration of the Theatre.” He considers Dryden the chief dramatist 
of England, and he outlines an ideal plot for a tragedy to be composed 
preferably by Dryden.^*® 

Rymer is willing to commend the French theater for its decency and 
conformity to die rules, but he regrets that “some Scenes of Love must 
every where be shuffled in, tho’ never so unseasonable.” He thinks 
that French tragedy is handicapped by the rhymed Alexandrian verse 
and is under the impression that there must be a regular pause in the 
middle of each line.^®^ Their language, he concludes, is too weak for 
great tragedy. 

In fine their language it self wants strength and sinews, is too feeble for the 
Weight and Majesty of Tragedy. We see their Consonants spread on Paper, 
but they stick in the Hedge; they pass not their Teeth in dicir Pronuncia' 
tion.‘** 

His attack upon Shakespeare as vulgar and indecent will provide 
the principle source for Voltaire’s critical method in dealing with Shake- 
speare.^®® Rymer, as did Voltaire, censures Othello especially, calling it 
low and undignified and barren of any moral lesson. His burly colloquial 
style makes his words sound strikingly abusive: 

What can remain with the Audience to carry home with them from this 
sort of Poetry, for their use and edification^ how can it work unless (instead 
of settling the mind, and purging our passions) to delude our senses, dis- 
order our thoughts, addle our brain, pervert our affecuons, hair our imagina- 

IS* Spingarn, Cntical Essays of the Seventeenth Century, 3 vols., Oxford, 1908-9, 
“Introductioii," I, Ixxi. 

IM., I, Ixziu. 

1 ** Rymer, A Short View of Tragedy, pp. 44 ff. 

1 *' Ibid , p. 47. Ibid,, p 50. !*• Ihd., p. 17. 

p 6a. 1" Wid., p. 63. p. 64. 

Rymer calls Othello a bloody farce {ibid., p. 146}. 

iM Spmgarn, Critical Essays of the Seventeenth Century, “Introductioii,'’ p. Izzviii. 
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tioDS, corrupt our appetite, and fill our head with vanity, confusion, Tmta- 
murre, and Jingle-jangle? 

Most other English critics, whose works Voltaire later read and smne 
of whom Voltaire knew personally, joined Dryden and Rymer in doubt- 
ing the adequacy of the French genius and language. William Temple 
found that the pohsh and refinctnent of the French had detracted from 
the former vigor of their language.^^^ William Wotton asserted that 
Richelieu had improved the French tongue, but that it was not suitable 
for tragedy.^*'' Roscommon, in his "Essay of Translated Verse, repeats 
the common charge in lines that Voltaire later learned by heart. 

But who did ever in French authors sec 
The comprehensive English energy? 

The weighty bulhon of one sterlmg line, 

Drawn to French wire, would thro’ whole pages shine.^*^ 

Blount quoted Dryden’s derogatory opinion of the French la n gua ge 
with approval and deemed it too feeble for fine tragedy, although he 
made the possible excepuon of Corneille’s tragedies.^^* Buc kingham 
considered the French language in its very nature incapable of fine 
poetry, and in a letter to Pope said that he considered La Motte capable 
of being a good epic poet, “if the French tongue would bear it.” 
Charles Gildon said that the faults of French poetry lay in the nature 
of the language, not in any lack of talent or art, and he found the Eng- 
lish language much more copious and harmonious.^’^ 

The court life and pretensions of the Stuarts were abandoned after 
James II, and a more prosaic age of morality and social decorum began 
with the coming of William and Mary. Heroic romances were not ap- 
proved, and tragedians turned to Republican Rome for tlibir heroes. In 
the field of literary theory the morahty of the age found expression in a 
growing respect for Lc Bossu and the theory of poetry as moral instruc- 
tion which he represented. Sir Richard Blackmore, to whom the English 
translation of Le Bossu was dedicated in 1695, wrote his epic poem 
Prince Arthur in accordance with Le Bossu’s precepts and said in his 

i*® Rymer, A Short View of Tragedy, p 146 

146 WoUstein, Engluk Optmont of French Poetry 1660-ijjo, pp. 90-^1. 

141 Jhd., p. 91. ‘ 

^**Ihtd , p. 38. Voltaire quoted Roscommon’s lines to Martin Sherlock, an EnglUh 
vmtor at Ferney, in 1776 (CEiwres, I, 393). 

146 Ibid., pp. 89-90. 1®® Ihd., p. 80. ^®i Ibtd., pp. 74-75. 

i®s Qark, Boileau and the French CritKt in England 1660-1830, p. 344. 



6o ENGUSH TEiEORY AND PRACIlCE 

preface that he had designed his poem as a source of entertainment for 
young men and women and that it would be more beneficial than the 
stage, whose morality was questionable.^"’ Jeremy Collier’s A Short 
View of the Immorality and Profaneness of the English Stage (1698), 
in which he lashed at Dryden, also reflected the didaaic theories of the 
French neoclassic critics.^"" John Sheffield, Earl of Mulgrave, in his 
Essay upon Poetry (1682), is typical of the regard for Le Bossu when 
he says that it was he who had first revealed the “sacred Mysteries” of 
heroic poetry.^"® In respect to the lUad, Mulgrave says, 

Had Bossu never writ, the worid had still 

Like Indians view’d this wondrous piece of Skill.*®* 

The Athenian Mercury of January 26, 1695, in answer to a subscriber’s 
question: “What is the nature of a true Epic Poem?” resorts to Le 
Bossu’s treatise on the epic.*®^ John Dennis, who, hke Rymcr, criticized 
Shakespeare on ethical grounds, published his Remarks on Prince Arthur 
in 1696. He begins with Le Bossu’s definition of an epic poem and then 
asserts that Blackmore’s poem fails to comply because it is not a universal 
and allegorical action.*®® In his examination of the poem he set the 
example for eighteenth-century reviewers by following Le Bossu’s me- 
chancial scheme of criticism. 

Addison’s most famous critical work, his series of papers on Paradise 
Lost, with which Voltaire will show &miliarity, is based on Le Bossu.*®® 
The greatest critics have ruled that the epic should be founded on some 
moral, he says.*®® He cannot agree with Le Bossu that a poet should 
first choose a moral and then build a poem on it, but he agrees that every 
heroic poem must teach a moral, and he uses Le Bossu’s mec hanica l 
divisions for his discussion. He considers Milton first among modern epic 

*** Spingarn, Cntical ’Essays of the Seventeenth Century, III, 228 ff 

^■^Ressler, “Jeremy Collier's Essays,” Seventeenth Century Studies, ed. by Robert 
Shafer, 2d ler., p. 254)9. 
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poets and says that in attaining a sublime style Milton excelled in his 
use of bold metaphors, his transposition of words, his turning of adjec- 
tives into substantives, and similar devices which give elevation.^*^ 

Pope makes extended use of Le Bossu in the preface of his transla- 
tion of the lUad, and he enutles his preface to his tr ans lation of the 
Odyssey “A General View of the Epic Poem, and of the Iliad and 
Odyssey, extracted from Bossu."**® He agrees that Homer meant to 
teach through allegory and that the purpose of the lUad is to show the 
danger of discord among a country’s leaders, of the Odyssey that virtue 
ulumately triumphs. 

Tragedy is umformly considered by Enghsh critics of the period to 
be close to epic poetry in purpose, subject, and style.**® In the British 
Apollo for January 17-19, 1711, in answer to a reader’s query as to the 
nature of epic, it is remarked that the chief difference between epic and 
tragedy is that in tragedy the persons say all.*** The article then gives 
Le Bossu’s definition of the epic poem. Joseph Trapp, first professor 
of poetry at Oxford, in his lectures, first printed in 1711, compares epic 
and tragedy, dwelling chiefly upon the distinction that an epic hero, 
since he represents the religion of the nation, should be successful.*** 
Blackmore, in his Essay on Several Subjects (1716), identifies tragedy 
and epic in all essentials.*** In providing rules for an epic poem Gildon, 
in Laws of Poetry (1721), finds it unnecessary to give speaGc laws for 
epic poetry, since they are the same as for tragedy.*** Tragedy is repre- 
sented, Gildon says, while epic is narrated; tragedy has limits of action, 
time, and place which epic poetry does not have, and epic poetry usually 
contains examples of the marvelous and wonderful, which tragedy does 
not ordinarily have.**® 

Richard Steele, in his Tatler papers, shows familiarity with French 
neoclassic criticism. Voltaire will quote an unspecified Tatler to the effect 
that Steele thought that a poet should pick a moral maxim before 
planning his poem,*** and there are many occasions in which Steele is 

Tie Spectator, No. 285, Saturday, January a6, xyia. 

Clark, Botleau and the French Cntus in England, iSSo-iSjo, p 247. 

i»» Swedenberg, The Neo-datitc Theory of the Epic in En^nd, unpublished thesis. 
University of North Carolina, 3 vols., 1937, U, 394 S. i**fbid., p 295. 

, p. 421. Ihd., p. 406. i-*’’ Ibid., p. 410. 
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dominant cfaez la nation pour laquelle on travaille’ " (CEuvres, V, 362). 
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dote to the theory 6 t Le Bossu.^^° la No. 156, April 8, 1710, he asserts, 
as Soileau and numerous French critics had declared, that F&ielon's 
TiUtnaque is “formed altogether in the spirit of Homer, and will give 
an unlearned Reader a Notion of that great Poet’s Manner of Writing, 
more than any Translation of him can possibly do.” F^elon, says 
Steele, wrote his work for the instruction of a young prince, insisting, 
as an epic poet should insist, on the misery of bad kings and the happi- 
ness of good kings. 

Addison’s Ca/o, which was held up by French and English critics 
alike as evidence that English poets had new regard for French rules, 
illustrates the degree to which the theory of epic didacticism actually 
permeated formal tragedy of the period.^^^ The moral of the play, 
which Addison announces in the final lines, is the same as that which 
Le Bossu had assigned to the Iliad and Dryden had claimed for The 
Conquest of Granada: 

From hence let fierce contending nations know. 

What dire effects from civil Discord flow, 

’Tis this that shakes our country with alarms. 

Produces fraud, and cruelty and strife. 

And robs the guilty world of Cato’s life.^'* 

P(^e, in his prologue, recommends a moral. 

What Plato thought and God-like Cato was, 

Britain attend; be worth like this approv’d.^'* 

He approves the small role that love plays and says that the business of 
tragedy is the offering of proper examples for imitation and admiration. 

To make mankind in conscious virtue bold. 

For this the tragic muse first trod the stage.^'^” 

John Dennis criticizes Cato with arguments drawn from Le Bossu 
and Dacier. It is not a moral tragedy, he says, for the hero destroys him- 

{or instance The Tader, No. laz, January 19, 1709, beaded with a quotation 
from Mardal “Cur in Theatrum, Cato severe, venisu?’* 

1^1 The LueMbrattons of Isaac Bicl(erstaff, Esq., 4 volt , III, 265. 
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self while there is still opportunity for him to serve his country. Cato 
is not properly a tragedy at all, he says, in a passage directly inspired by 
Dader, for a tragedy, like an epic poem, should be an allegory, and if the 
play has no moral, how can it be an allegory? Dennis argues as follows: 

As the action of this tragedy cannot be allegorical because it is not moral; 
so it is neither general or poetical, but particular and historical. The creation 
of the hible is that which distinguishes the poet from the historian and 
philosopher. He may form his characters, rhetonck, grammar, sentiments 
and expressions after the manner of the historian and philosopher, but there 
can be no fable, when the action is neither allegorical nor universal.^^” 

John Pemberton, in defending Cato, agrees that the hero of an epic 
poem or tragedy should be allegorical. 

Thus the action of Achilles is to show what violence and anger would make 
all men of that character say or do. To make a just Hero of a tragedy, he 
must always be as general and allegorical as Achilles.'^' 

Like Louis Racine, Pemberton 1$ troubled by the opinion of Aristotle 
that there should be pity and terror in a tragedy.^^^ He says that admira- 
tion may be admitted to tragedy, but to be truly tragic a tragedy must 
excite some pity and terror, for “admiration is too cold a passion for tragi- 
cal effects.” He says that he had always considered Cato too perfect 
a figure to excite any other emotion than admiration, but on examining 
Addison’s play, he finds that Cato’s excess of pride and obstinacy bring 
his downfall, and this imperfection in character excites pity and terror. 

A close relationship between Le Bossu and Augustan stage theory and 
practice is perceived by Breval in his Epistle to Addison in 1717.^®® He 
says that he is so absorbed by the moral theme of Cato that he forgets 
the love element. 

My wandering Eyes (such energy is there) 

Are fixt on Booth, and quite neglect the Fair, 

Of rising passions I let loose the rein, 

And weep the Wrongs of Rome in Drury-Lane.^“ 

And the play pleases him better than any other because 

Here Bossu’s Rules are mixt with Shakespeare’s Fire, 

And critics rage, because they must admire.^*® 

ITS Dennis, Setnarkf upon Cato, London, 1713, pp. lo-ii. 

Pemberton, Cato Examined, p. 8. 

Breval, An Spittle to the Right Honourable Joseph Addtton Esquire, 
«W«rf..p,7. p. 6. 
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Addison’s play was translated in 1714 by Boyer and produced on the 
Parisian stage. There it inspired Deschamps to write a Cato, which was 
published in Paris, with a parallel between it and Addison’s CtOo. 
Deschamps’s play, along with the parallel, was in turn translated into 
English.^” Deschamps, in his preface, says that the career of Cato is an 
ideal subject for tragic action, because the strictness of Cato’s morals is 
a beautiful example to be presented to public vicw.^** 

The French author of the parallel prefers the French version.^®® He 
says that his ideal is Corneille and that his intention in making the 
parallel is to “excite between Mr. Addison and Mons. Deschamps, an 
emulation in the latter to tread in the steps of Corneille, and in the 
former to give a Corneille to England.” If the English, he says, 
would but restrain their fiery imagination beneath the yoke of French 
rules, not give way to metaphor, and beware of falling into the mean- 
nesses which even the Greek poets did not altogether avoid, the English 
suge would equal the French.^®^ 

England and France thus formed a single neoclassic community after 
1650, and the theory of the didactic epic and its essential identity vnth 
tragedy, a basic neoclassic doctrine which had received much emphasis 
in France, was generally accepted by English critics. Hobbes’s statement 
that epic poetry and tragedy were the narrative and dramatic forms of 
heroic poetry expressed the view of the age, and Rapin, Le Bossu, and 
Dacier came to have almost as much authority in England as in France. 
Dryden quoted frequently from Rapin and Le Bossu and even declared 
on several occasions that a tragedian should begin with a moral, as Le 
Bossu had recommended. His heroic play, designed to fulfill the neo- 
classic ideal, dominated the English stage until late in the century. In 
England men of letters participated in a bitter conflict of ideas and parties, 
which was marked by the new skeptical and scientific arguments of the 
Enlightenment. They found justification for their activity in the neo- 
classic theory that the poet is a more effective teacher of morality than 
the cleric. Dryden’s ability to argue effectively in heroic verse brought 

Hie translation by John Ozell was published in London in 1716 under the following 
tide* Cato; a Tragedy at It It Acted in the Theatre in Itncelnt-Inn-FiAdt, Written in 
Trench by Montieur Det Champt, Done into Engftth by Mr, Ozell. To which It Aided a 
Parallel between Thu Play and That Written by Mr. Additon. 

^**Ibid., p i. Ibid , pp. 3 ff. 

a8. i"Ibid.,p.3. 
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tiitri into the center of the conflict, and he frequently introduced diicus- 
sions of natural rehgion, of the necessity for tolerance, and of the divine 
right of kings into his heroic plays. 

After the departure of James II heroic tragedy faded, but the influence 
of Le Bossu enjoyed a mushroom growth. The critical writings of the 
first quarter of the eighteenth century mention Le Bossu oftener than 
any other French critic. Blackmore, Collier, Dennis, Addison, Steele, and 
Pbpe all go to him. English formal tragedy of 1700-1725 is epic by its 
elevation of style and by its exemplification of Le Bossu’s ideal of poetry 
as a moral lesson offering precepts and examples for the instruction of 
the spectators. Addison’s Cato perhaps best realized the epic ideal and 
was praised by one critic for its conformity to Le Bossu's rules. 

Upon arriving in England in 1726 Voltaire was confronted with the 
unanimous judgment of English critics that the French stage had de- 
clined since Corneille and that the French language no longer possessed 
the strength and vigor necessary for heroic poetry. It was a conviction 
shared by French critics of that time, and the English attitude was ap- 
parently a reflection in part of the opimons of the French themselves. 
English critics, including Dryden, acknowledged the excellence of 
French critics and tended to think that a combination of English genius 
and French taste would brmg new pcrfccuon to poetry, a point of view 
that Voltaire often adopted in his critical writings. 



CHAFTBR V VOLTAIRE AND 
DRYDEN 

Voltaire’s tragedies are under consideration there will be 
many occasions to speak of Voltaire’s interest in the plays and dramatic 
criticism of Dryden, the leading exponent of heroic tragedy in neoclassic 
Europe. During the opening decades of the eighteenth century there was 
a tendency among French critics, as we have seen, to accept Dryden as 
the chief dramatist of England. There is at least good reason to believe 
that Voltaire, like Muralt and Pr^ost and other early critics of the cen- 
tury, had little contact with English literature antedating Dryden. By 
the middle of the century the spell cast by Rapin, Le Bossu, and Dacier 
had begun to lift, but even then the translations of Shakespeare by La 
Place in 1745 and by Le Tourneur in 1776 gave very faint and distorted 
reflections of Elizabethan tragedy. 

Most modern commentators have emphasized that Voltaire, when he 
went to England at the age of thirty-one for a stay of some two and one- 
half years, found in England what he was prepared to find and that con- 
tact with English thought and literature, while it was viully important 
in Voltaire’s development, did not mold him, but served to strengthen 
and make more precise ideas which he already held.^ Voltaire’s approach 
to literature, like that of Dryden, was first of all critical, and he gathered 
material in England much as a journalist would collect material for a 
series of articles. Within the ncoclassic frame of his literary conceptions 
he recognized a kindred spirit in Dryden, and the fact is that Dryden 
was particularly useful to him. There is no question of influence in the 
extreme sense against which students of comparative literature have been 
warned, but there is plenty of evidence to show that Voltaire knew at 
least some of Dryden’s works intimately, that Dryden’s example was 
often in his mind, and that fiDryden’s heroic tragedy loomed large in 
Voltaire’s conception of the English theater. The basic impression left by 
a review of the relations of Voltaire with Dryden is that Voltaire was 
attracted to Dryden as a playwright who had accomplished the poet- 
philosopher role to which Voltaire himself aspired and had given just 

^See Baldensperger, “Voltaire aoglopbile avant son t^our d’Angleterie,'’ JteMie ie 
Kttiratiire comparie, IX (1929), 60. 
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the skeptical and deistic twist to the traditional epic meslsage ci anti- 
fanaticism which Voltaire was seeking. 

Voltaire must have become acquainted with Dryden’s reputation and, 
perhaps, with some of his works before he went to England in vp 6 . 
Rouen was a center of interest in Enghsh literature,^ and Voltaire had a 
number of friends in Rouen with whom he was in close contact during 
his early years. Cideville and Formont were from Rouen, and so was 
Thienot, to whom Voltaire ostensibly addressed the Lettres philoso- 
phiques, which were first printed secretly in Rouen, as was the first edi- 
tion of the Henriade. In notes that Voltaire gave to Du Vcrnet for writ- 
ing a biography Voltaire said that Thkriot was allowed to visit him in the 
Bastille during his incarceration in 1726, just before his departure for 
Englan d. “II est tres-vrai que, dans ma seconde retraite i la Bastille,” 
wrote Voltaire, “il me pourvut de livres anglais, et qu’il lui fut permis de 
venir diner souvent avec moi.” “ Any writings of English critics which 
Thienot might have brought, would have given prominent mention to 
Dryden, and there is the possibility that Thienot actually brought some 
volumes of Dryden’s works. Voltaire probably read Muralt’s Lettres sur 
les Anglots * during his days in the Bastille, and these letters, which had 
been published in 1725, refer to Dryden as the chief dramatist of England. 

There cannot be any doubt that Bolmgbroke and Voltaire discussed 
the writings of Dryden as early as 1722, the date of Voltaire’s stay at 
Bolingbroke’s country estate near Orleans. In 1731, in his Discours sur la 
tragSdie d Mylord Bolmgbroke, Voltaire refers to Bolingbroke’s judg- 
ment of Enghsh tragedy in these words: “J’ai entendu de votre bouche 
que vous n’aviez pas une bonne trag^die.” Bolingbroke, however, con- 
sidered Dryden very highly. Pope said that Bolingbroke was Dryden’s 
friend and protector.* Bolingbroke was once at Dryden’s home when the 
publisher Tonson called,^ and there is an anecdote that it was Boling- 
broke who first received from Dryden’s “trembling” hand the manuscript 
of Alexander’s Feast, the ode which Voltaire later praised so highly.* 
Also, Bolingbroke wrote verses to be prefixed to Dryden’s translation dt 
the Aenetd (1697), in which he speaks as follows of Dryden: 

* See Yvon, Truu d'umon normtmdt ante I'Angleterre. * (Eueret, XLVni, 6. 

*See Texte, "B&U Louis de Muialt et les origmes du cosmopoUtUme littdnire wi 

XVin* Slide,” Revue d'httoire latdmre de U Fnnee, I (1894), 16. 

* (Euvree, 11 , 314. * Hassall, Life of Viteount BdUngbnltie, p. 10. 

'•thd. •Ibid. 
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But Nature, grown extravagantly kind. 

With all her fairest gifts adorned your mind. 

The different powers were then united found, 

And you the universal monarch crown’d.* 

That Bolingbroke expressed views upon Dryden to Voltaire was inevi- 
table and is, in fact, indicated by Voltaire’s remarks in a letter to his 
friend Formont, in 1735, recommending the scene between Antony and 
Ventidius in Dryden’s M for Lope and referring to Bolingbroke’s ap- 
proval of it.^® Voltaire wrote: 

Je n’ai point encore vu la traduction en prose de la prcmiire seine dc la 
Cliop&tre de Dryden. Tout ce que je peux vous dire, e’est qu’une traduction 
cn prose, d’une seine en vers, est une beauti qui me montrerait son cul au 
lieu de me montrer son visage; et puis, je vous dirai qu’il s’en faut beaucoup 
que le visage de Dryden soit une beauti. Sa CUopdtre est un monstre, comme 
la plupart des piices anglaises, ou, plut6t, comme toutes les piices de ce 
pays-li; j’entends les piices tragiques. II y a seulement une seine de Ventidius 
et d' Antoine qui est digne dc Corneille. C’est li le sentiment de milord 
Bolingbroke et de tous les bons auteurs; c’est amsi que pensait Addison.^^ 

The translation of All for Love to which Voltaire refers is that of 
Privost in his journal Pour et contre. Prevost, on the occasion of this 
translation, makes a statement which may be of some importance m its 
bearing upon Voltaire’s knowledge of Dryden, for he seems to say that 
Thieriot, Voltaire’s intimate friend, upon whom Voltaire depended to 
perform various missions in France and England, was planning to trans- 
late Dryden’s plays. Prevost writes, referring to Act V of All for Love: 
“Je ne dome point que ces Scenes detachces ne fassent souhaiter impa- 
tiemment la Traduction entiere des plue belles Tragedies du mime 
TheStre, que M. Thiriot nous promet depuis son retour de Londres.” If 
Thieriot contemplated translating other plays by Dryden, it may have 
been on Voltaire’s suggestion, in view of the relations which existed be- 
tween them during this period. The expression “du mime Theatre,’’ 
however, may possibly refer to the English theater in general. 

During his stay in England from May, 1726, to about November, 

* Macknight, The Life of Henry St. John, Vucount BohngbroJfe, p. 17. 

Dryden wrote that he himself preferred this scene “to anything which I have 
written m this kind” (Preface, M for Love, Nonesuch ed , IV, 187). 

^^(Suvrei, XXXin, 553. 

Pour et contre, V (1734), 168. 
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1738,^* Voltaire had numerous literary irons in the fire, and an examina- 
tion of smne of his writings of this period is helpful in exploring his early 
knowledge of Dryden. One of the reasons for his going to England was 
his desire to publish a satisfactory edition of his epic poem the Henriade, 
which hitherto had had only clandestine printings in France. To {u^are 
the way for the English edition, Voltaire first composed in English and 
published in London An Essay upon the Civil Wars of France, Extracted 
from Curious Manuscripts and Also upon the Eptc^ Poetry of the Euro- 
pean Nations, from Homer down to Mtlton. This appeared late in 
and a handsome edition of the Henrtade came out in the spring ot 1728, 
with a subscription hst of three hundred and fifty, headed by the king 
and the queen. While he was m England, Voltaire sketched out and 
partly completed Brutus and La Mort de Cisar, his two plays imitative 
of the Roman themes then in vogue on the London stage. He was also 
at work on his impressions of England, which he brought out in 1734 as 
the Lettres phtlosophiques. While carrying on these projects he was col- 
lecting material for other works, such as his history of the age of 
Louis XIV. 

A notebook in which Voltaire wrote down items relating to England 
was found among his papers in the Voltaire Library at Leningrad and is 
of value in tracing his literary projects of that period. In addition to this 
English Notebool^ there is a collection of five early notebooks bound to- 
gether among Voltaire’s papers, and some of the items in these notebooks 
were apparently written down by Voltaire before he left England. Vol- 
taire’s secretary, Wagnicre, titled the latter collection of notes the Sot- 
tister. The English Notebook, the Sottisier, the Essay on Epic Poetry, 
and the letter “Sur la trag^die,” which is No. 18 in the Lettres 
philosophtques, apparently have some relation to each other with respect 
to the Dryden material contained in them. Voltaire seems to have 
transferred some Dryden items from the English Notebook to the 
Sottisier. Later he chose Dryden passages from the Sottisier to include 
in his Essay on Epic Poetry and in his observations on English tragedy 
in the Lettres phtlosophiques. 

The English Noteboo\ is not included in any printed editions of 

** For a discussion of these dates see Foulet, Correspondance de Vcitairt (1736-/749), 
pp. aSn, 378 fi. 

See Florence D. White, in Voltaire’s Essay on Epie Poetry, Preface, p. v. 



70 VCa.TAIRE AND DRYDEN 

Voltaire’s works, but was published in 1929 in Modem Philology^* by 
N<»inan L. Torrey, from a manuscript in the Voltaire Library in 
Leningrad. It is composed of seventy-seven items, most of them observa- 
tions on English literature or quotations from English authors, which 
Voltaire wrote down while he was in England. Five of the items are 
quotations from Dryden, and two additional items, an opinion on the 
F.n glish drama and a remark on the development of the romance 
languages after the break-up of the Roman Empire, sound as though 
they were based on opinions expressed by Dryden in his An Essay of 
Dfatnaticl( Poesie. There are more items from Dryden than from any 
other author except Pope, from whom Voltaire quotes seven times and 
to whom he wrongly ascribes a passage of verse, referring to him in two 
other instances. There are no selections from Shakespeare, and only one 
line from Milton. Swift, Rochester, Waller, Denham, Jonson and Gay 
are represented by one or more selections each.^* The quotations from 
Dryden, Voltaire evidently found either in The Art of English Poetry, 
the well-known anthology of English verse by Edward Bysshe, or in 
Addison’s Spectator. 

Three of the Dryden quotations, those included in Items X and XLVI, 
Voltaire doubdess found on the same page of Bysshe, under the heading 
“Religion.” Item X consists of two groups of verse: eight lines from 
The Medal and five lines from The Indian Emperour. Voluire wrote 
down the thirteen hnes as follows, leaving only a slight break between 
the two passages: 


DRYDEN ABOUT XELLIGION 

the common cry is ever relligion’s test 
the Turk’s at Constantinople best 
Idols in India, Popery at Rome 
and our own worship only true at home 
and true but for the time, tis hard to know 
how long we please it shall continue so 
this side today, and that tomorrow burns 
so all are God a’mighty in their turns 

“ Toney, “Voltaiie’s Engluh Notebook,” Modem PktMogy, XXVI, Na 3 (Feb., 1939), 
307--35. 

IM., p. 307. 

IT Bysshe, Tke Art of Engluh Poety, II, 154. 

Toney, “Voltaire’s English Noteb^," Modem Piiltdogy, XXVI, No. 3 (Feb., 1939), 
310. For Dryden's hnes, see Worl(t, IX, 447. 
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to prove leligioQ true 
if either wit, or tufierings could sufibx 
all faiths afford the constant, and the wise, 
and yet ev'n they by education sway'd 
in age deffend what infancy obeyd ** 

Item XLVI, two lines from Dryden's The Hind and the Panther, which 
Voltaire must have seen in Bysshe on the same page with the two above 
passages, is as follows: 

the priest continues what the nurse began 
and thus the child imposes on the man.*** 

Item XVI in the notebook consists of two Imes from Dryden's 
(Edipus, which Voltaire probably found also m Bysshe under the head* 
ing “Woman,” for he misquotes them in the same manner as did 
Bysshe. Voltaire wrote them down as follows: 

navDEN 

Our thoughtless sex is caught by outward form 
and empty noyse, and loves itself in man.** 

Item XXX IS a quotation from Dryden’s prologue to AU for Love, 
which no doubt Voltaire found in the Spectator of Saturday, February 2, 
1712, since an anecdote which follows immediately after the lines in 
the Spectator was picked up by Voltaire and written down after the 
Dryden lines in his notebook.** Voltaire put down the two lines from 
Dryden as follows: 

errors hke straw upon the surface flow 

he who would search for pearls must dive bellow.** 

Item IX, Voltaire’s first attempt to express himself in English upon 
the English theater,** is one of two passages which Voltaire may have 
based upon Dryden’s An Essay of Dramatic^ Poesie. It reads: “theatre 

For Dryden's lues see “Appendix,” p. 156. 

*<* liul„ p. 320. For Dryden’s lues see JVorJ^t, X, 221. 

Bysshe, Tie Art of Engluh Poetry, 11 , 280. 

^^Torrey, “Voltaire’s English Notebook,” Modem PhUology, XXVI, No. 3 (Feb., 
1939 )> Dryden’s lues (Act I, Scene i. Nonesuch ed., IV, 337) are as follows: 

That thoughtless Sex u caught by outward form 
And empty noise, and loves it self in man. 

**/iid., p. 3I5». 

p. 315. For Dryden’s lines see Nonesuch ed., IV, 188. 

** Ibtd., p. 31011. 



VOLTAIRE AND DRYDEN 


1 * 

in England is (boundless and temerarious) without decency etc.”‘* 
Torrey presents evidence which indicates that Voltaire was reading 
Dryden’s essay at the time.^^ Item LVI is a brief paragraph to the 
effect that the romance languages arose from the breakdown of Latin. 
Torrey notes that this opinion likewise may well have been based on a 
similar passage in Drydcn’s essay Voltaire wrote: 

from the rubishes of the roman empire, several 
great kingdoms are formed, and grounded upon 
its ruines. in the same manner, Italian tongue, 
the french, the Spanish arose from the ruines of 
the roman language.^* 

The notebooks which form the Sottister, some 137 pages in all, were 
partially copied out by a Russian correspondent for Beuchot, the 
scholarly editor of the 1828 edition of Voltaire’s works. There are no 
citations from Dryden in the fragmentary Sotttster as Beuchot and 
subsequent editors have printed it, but m the photostatic copy of the 
complete manuscript in the Library of Congress®® there arc eleven 
quotations from Dryden, a total greater than that for Pope or for any 
other English writer. There arc none from Shakespeare. The Dryden 
quotations, in the order in which they appear in the manuscript, with 
the headings that Voltaire gave them, are as follows; 

OF DRYDEN 

when I consider life, t’ls all a cheat 
yet fool’d by hope, men favour the deceit 
trust on, and think to morrow will repay, 
to morrow comes, but worse than former day, 
gives less, and when she sais, we shall be blesst 
with some new joys, cut of what we possess.'^ 
strange cosenage. none would live past years again 
and all hope new pleasures from what yet still remain 
and from the dregs of life, think to receive 
what the first spritgly running could not give 

DRYDEN IN A TRAGEDY 

the common cry is ever relligion’s test, 
the turk is at constantmople’s best 

*• Ibtd., p. 3 10. Ihd., p. 3 io«. *• IM.. p. 32a» *• Ibtd., p. 322. 

**> The MUtdem Language Assooation of Amenca. CoUeetion of photographe faenmdes. 
No. iSj, tgji. A reproduction of Voltaire manutcript No. 240 in the Voltaire library of 
the PuUie library, letUngrad, Stutta. 

“ Ibtd., Folio 17. »* (Lines 7-10), ibtd., veno. 
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idols in india, Popery at Rome 

and our own worship only true at home. 

and true but few a time, t’ls hard to know 

how long we please it shall continue so 

this side to day, and the other to morrow bums, 

so all are god almighty in their turns ** 

if either wit or suffering could sufSce 

each faith afford the constant and the wise 

and yet even they by education sway’d 

in age deffend what infancy obey’d 

the priest continues, what the nurse began 

and thus the child imposes on the man ** 

OUT OF DRYDEN 

the first phisicians by debauch were made 
excess began, and sloth sustains the trade 
by chace our long liv’d fathers earn’d their food 
toil stmng the nerves, and purified their blood 
but we their sons a pamper’d race of men 
are dwindled down to three score years and ten 
better to hunt in fields for health unbought 
than fee the doctor for the nauseous drought 
the wise for cure on exercise depend 
God never made his work for men to mend •• 

Down with him kill him, merit heaven thereby, 
discourse of a priest in the conquest of mexico.*' 

in ancient times ee’r priestcraft did begin 
before poligamy was taught a sin 
when man on many multiplied his kind 
eer one to one was cursedly confin’d 
then Israel’s monarch after heaven’s own heart 
his vigorous warm did variously impart 
to wives and slaves and wide as his command 
scatter’d his maker’s image through the land 

DRYDEN SUE MILTON 

the force of nature coud not further go 
to form the third, she jom’d the former two** 

DRYDEN, INDIAN EMPEROR 

cessez de nous vanter vos fiubles avantages, 
nous avons comme vous nos martirs et nos sages, 
il en est cn tout temps, il en est en tous lieux 

•• Folio 17 veno. •* liU. •• IM,, Folio 18. 

** Ibid. Ibid., Folio 19. ** Ibid., Folio 57. 
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toute secte cut Ics siens, et tout peuple a aes dieux 
nous naissons ignorants; ierreur de notre mere 
sucee avec le lait nous en devient plus chere, 
la nourrice commence, et le pretre finit 
au )oug des prqugez le temps nous endurdt 
on se fait de I’erreur une triste science 
I’age mur est encor la duppe de I’enfance 
la superstition qui commence au berceau 
tirannise la vie, et nous suit au tombeau ** 

FROM THB SPANISH FRYAR 

jai peur que le manage ne soit plustot 
un des sept pechez mortels, qu’un des sept sacrements." 

DRYOBN 

as if our world modesdy witdrew 
and here in secret had brought forth a new/^ 

There is no probability that the various parts of the Sottuier will ever 
be exactly dated, but it seems evident that certain of the sections given 
above represent notes that Voltaire took as early as 1727, for it is logical 
to suppose that the lines from Dryden which appear both in the 
Sottuier and the Essay on Epu Poetry were first copied down by Voltaire 
in his notebook and later transferred to the essay. A sunilar observation 
may be made about Dryden passages which appear in both the Sottuier 
and the Lettres phUosophtques. As to the source of the Dryden quota* 
tions in the Sottisier, the ten lines from Aureng-Zehe which begin “when 
I consider life, t’is all a cheat” Voltaire could have found in Bysshe under 
the heading “Life.”*® The medley of fourteen lines vdiich Voltaire 
grouped under the title “Dryden in a tragedy” were the lines from The 
Medal, The Indian Etnperour, and The Htnd and the Panther, which 
he had found in Bysshe and first copied out in the English Notebook. 
The lines which he noted simply as “out of Dryden” were from Dryden’s 
epistle “To my honourd Kinsman, John Driden” and were available in 
Bysshe under the heading “Physick.” Neither the succeeding single 
line from The Indian Etnperour** nor the eight lines regarding 
poligamy, from Abstdom and Achitophel,** are in Bysshe. The lines on 

*• Ibid.. Folio 88, verto. tbU. « Ibid.. Folio 96. 

«* Bjnste, The An of Ensfish Poetry, 11, 9. For Dryden’s lines see Aureng-Zebe, Aa IV, 
Nonesuch ed., IV, 129. 

** Bysshe, The Art of Englirh Poetry,]!, 117. For Dryden’s lines see Worh/t, El, 75, 77. 

** For Di^en’s lines see “Appendix,” p. 15;;. ** For Dryden’s lines see Woi^t, IX, *19, 



VOLTAIRE AND DRYDEN 75 

Milton were those which Dryden composed to be used as a ca ption 
beneath Milton’s portrait in an edition by Tonson. They were frequently 
quoted and were in the 1715 edition of Bayle’s dictionary.** The next 
twelve lines, headed “Dryden, In dian emperor," are a paraphrase in 
French of the medley of lines which appeared above in English under 
the heading “Dryden in a tragedy.” The two following lines, trans> 
lated from The Spanish Fryar,*'’ and the last two from The Indian 
Emperour ** were not in Bysshe, and for them Voltaire may have gone 
to the plays themselves. 

Some general observations may be hazarded on the basis of the 
Dryden citations in the Sottisier. Nearly all the passages have a bearing 
on religion. This was true of the quotations in the English "NotebooX, 
and it is no doubt an accurate indication of a central interest of Voltaire 
in Dryden. It may be mferred also, perhaps, that his interest in The 
Indian Emperour was first aroused by the passage m Bysshe which he 
copied in the English Notebook and that he then referred to the play 
itself for the additional quotations which appear in the Sottisier. At the 
time Voltaire was, perhaps, already sketchmg out Alztre, his adaptation 
of The Indian Emperour. In numerous places in his writings there is 
further evidence that his knowledge of this play was especially intimate. 
On the basis of the inaccuracies in the citations we may surmise also 
that Voltaire is often quoting Dryden by memory, a conclusion strength- 
ened by the surprising ability he reveals late in life to recite verses from 
Dryden. Finally it may be concluded that certain passages in the English 
Notebook, were made earlier than those which repeat them in the 
Sottisier, since in the latter there are more inaccuracies. 

The fact that Voltaire makes no references to Shakespeare in the 
English Notebook or in the Sottisier must certainly be considered an 
indication of the nature of his interest in the English theater. The logical 
conclusion would seem to be that the references to Shakespeare in the 
Lettres philosophiques were due more to a desire to measure up to the 
expectations of the public than to satisfy any interest felt by Voltaire. 

A question naturally arises with regard to Voltaire’s interest in 
Dryden’s thoughts upon religion. Why is there no evidence of interest 
in the Sottisier or elsewhere in Voltaire’s writings, in Dryden’s extensive 

Tdleen, Udton iant la litiirature franpuse, p. 6. 

For Dr^en'i lines see The Spamth Ftyar, Aa V, Nonesuch ed., V, 197. 

** For Dryden’s Unes see The Indian Emperour, Act I, scene 1, Noowich e^., I, 377. 
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oqMenton of religious <^ioion in the Religio Laid and The Hind and 
the Panther? One answer must certainly be that Voltaire was interested 
in Dryden’s skeptical turn of mind, not in his defense of Anglican 
doctrines in the Religio Laid and of Catholic doctrines in The Hind and 
the Panther. Moreover, these poems aroused little interest in Dryden’s 
English readers,^® and it is not likely that Voltaire would hear them 
quoted in En gl is h society. Another reason for Voltaire’s lack of interest 
in these two poems is doubtless their style. All signs point to the fact 
that what Voltaire valued in Dryden was the combination of skeptical 
thought and heroic style which is especially evident in Dryden’s plays. 
Elevation of style is markedly absent from both the Reltgio Latd and 
The Hind and the Panther. 

While preparing to write An Essay on Epic\ Poetry, which he pub- 
lished in London in 1727,®^ Voltaire read Dryden’s celebrated Dedica- 
tion to the Aenets. Early in his essay he asks indulgence for the author, 
“who has learned English but this year” and has “drawn most of his 
Observations from Books written in England.” Florence D. White, 
in her edition of the essay, observes that Voltaire spoke truly, for he 
drew many of his observations from Addison’s Spectator and from 
Pope’s preface to the lltad!^^ It would have been natural for him to 
read Dryden’s essay at the same time, and he says himself that he did so. 
He first quotes Dryden’s lines on Milton which he had noted down in 
the Sotdsier and then remarks with astonishment that Dryden, in his 
Preface to the Aenets, ranks Milton with Chapelain and Le Moyne, 
who, Voltaire says, were “the most impertinent Poets who ever scrib- 
bled.”®* Another indication that Voltaire knew Dryden’s preface is, 
perhaps, offered by his references to Denham’s poem Cooper's HtU.^^ 
Dryden had quoted Imes from Denham’s poem to show the sweetness 
of English verse.*® Voltaire quotes the same hnes with the two preced- 

*• See comments of Scott in Works, X, 6, 8. 

*><* In the preface to “Religio Laia” Dryden remarks that he has imitated the epistolary 
style of Horace and has not attempted to give his poem "the numbers, and the mrn of 
hmic poetry” (Works, X, 3a), and m the preface to "The Hmd and the Panther” he 
comments that he gave the fust part the majestic turn of heroic poetry, made the second 
part "plain and perspicuous” and the third part still more free and familiar (Works, X, 

117). 

White, in Voltaire’s Essay on Epie Poetry, p. 8. 

« Ibid., p. 88. *» Ibid., p. 88a. 

**Ibid,, p. 134. ^Ibid., p. III. 

ae ptyden, “Dedication to the Aenets," Works, XIV, 207. 
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ing ones and compares them with similar lines in Camoens’s epic poem, 
as a proof that “Wit is of the Growth of every Country." 

That Voltaire was also reading Dryden’s An Essay of Dramattc\ 
Poesie at this time is probably mdkated by the similarity of a passage in 
his essay to a passage m Dryden’s. Dryden, after weighing the tumult of 
activity on the English stage against the solemn narrations and long 
discourses of the French stage, concludes that if the English are to be 
blamed for showing too much action, the French are as much at fault 
for discovering too little and that a “mean betwixt them should be 
observed.” He suggests that the English should avoid showing such 
unrealistic occurrences as the death of a character, at which English 
audiences cannot forbear laughing, and the French should avoid having 
the actors “speak by the hour-glass,” smcc it is unnatural to speak for a 
long time in a gust of passion. Voltaire comments siimlarly that the 
English and the French theaters might mutually profit by an exchange 
of ideas. 

Would each Nation attend a little more than they do, to the Taste and the 
Manners of their rcspccuve Neighbours, perhaps a general good Taste might 
diffuse Itself through all Europe from such an intercourse of Learning, and 
from that useful Exchange of Observauons. The English Stage, for Ex- 
ample, might be clear'd of mangled Carcasses, and the Style of their tragick 
Authors, come down from their forced Metaphorical Bombast to a nearer 
Imitation of Nature. The French would learn from the English to animate 
their Tragedies with more Action, and would contract now and then their 
long Speeches into shorter and warmer Sentiments.*’ 

Voltaire devotes the letter “Sur la tragcdie,” No. i8 of the Lettres 
philosophtques, to discussion of Shakespeare, Dryden, and Addison. In 
the section on Shakespeare he makes the usual statement with regard to 
the sublime genius of Shakespeare and qualifies it in the usual way by 
saying that Shakespeare completely lacked taste and knowledge of the 
theater.’** The merit of Shakespeare, says Voltaire, has been fatal to the 
Enghsh theater, for “la pKipart des idfes bizarres & gigantesques de cet 
auteur, ont acquis au bout de deux cens ans le droit de passer pour 
sublimes.” Voltaire mentions Otway’s Venice Preserved to show that 

White, in Voltaire’s Essay on Eftc Poetry, p. 113 
Nonesuch ed., I, 37. 

** White, in Voltatre’s Essay on Epic Poetry, p. 135. 

■<* Voltaire, Lettres phthsophtqttes, ed by Gustave Lanson, n, 79. 

•Hbtd. 
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die bu£Eoonery which marred the tragedies o£ Shakespeare was imitated 
even in the reign of Charles II, which, he says, was the “8ge d’or des 
beaux arts” in England.*^ The only passage from Shakespeare that 
Voltaire quotes is the monologue of Hamlet, which, he says, is “sgu de 
tout le monde.” As he does for all his ciutions in the letter, Voltaire 
gives his own translation. 

Voltaire turns to Dryden with the following introductory comment: 

Voici encore un passage d’un fameux trag^que anglais, Dryden po^te du 
terns de Charles Second, auteur plus f&ond que judicieux qui auroit une 
reputation sans melange, s’ll n’avoit fait que la dixiemc partie de ses ouvrages, 
k dont le grand dcfaut cst d’avoir voulu fitrc universd.*^ 

He then translates the passage from Dryden’s Aureng-Zebe, which he 
had noted down in the Sottister, and comments on the passage as follows, 
giving particular attention to Dryden’s elevation of style: 

C’est dans ces morceaux detaches que Ics tragiques Anglais ont jusqu’ici 
excclie: leurs pieces presque toutes barbares, depourvucs de bienseancc, 
d’ordre, de vrai-semblance, ont des lueurs etonnantes au milieu de cette 
nuit. Le stile e$t trop ampoule, trop hors de la nature, trop copie des ecrivains 
hebreux si remplis de I’enflur asiatique; mais aussi il faut avouer que les 
edusses du stile figure, sur lesquelles la langue anglaise est gumdee, devent 
aussi I’esprit bien haut, quoique par une marche irreguliere.** 

In the 174a edition of the Lettres pkilosophiques the section devoted 
to Dryden is considerably augmented by the addition of two passages 
from The Indian Emperour.^^ One is a reworking of the passage which 
Voltaire had already translated m the Sottister; the other is the transla- 
tion of a bit of dialogue between Pizarro and the Indian emperor from 
Act I, scene 2.^^ Voltaire’s mtroductory comment to the first passage is 
as follows: 

Void un morceau dc son Mont&ume, dans lequel cet infortun6 Monarque 
idfute les argumens du Jacobin qui veut le rendre Chretien pour le pr^rer 
doucement au supphee qu’on lui destine. 

After giving the twelve lines, Voltaire continues: 

Dans la ni£me piice Pizare dit i Montezume; 

L’envoy^ du Ti^Haut, le maltre de ma loi, 

Le Pape a transport^ ton Empire i mon Roi. 

** Itid., p. 80. ** lb$d , p. 81. ** Ihd., p. 83. 

•* IM„ pp. 83-84. •• IM , p. 83a. 

** For Diydea's lines see “Appendix,” pp. 133-54. 
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L’Empcfcur Mexiquain i^p<»d: 

Le Pape est rennemi du Dieu qu’il repr^sente, 

S'il autorise ainsi ton audace insolente; 

Et c’est un insens^ s’il donne mes Euts, 

Dont il n’est point le maitre, & qu’il ne connoit pas. 

In the edition of 1756 Voltaire adds still another Dryden passage,'* 
this time the translation of a tirade against kings which Voltaire seems 
to have found himself in Don Sebastian, although part of the passage 
had appeared in Bysshe under the heading “Flattery.” " By 1756 Vol- 
taire believed that imitation of the English theater had gone too far, and 
the comment which he makes on the passage is the familiar charge that 
the English lack taste. Kings, says Voltaire, should never be addressed 
as Dryden makes his officer speak to Don Sebastian. The low tone of the 
passage illustrates how long it takes for a nation to achieve good taste. 
Even the Greeks showed such deplorable judgment in their tragedies 
that modern translators are at times embarrassed. 

The original section devoted to Addison in the “Lettre sur la 
trag&lie” is limited to a short paragraph in which Voltaire remarks that 
Addison’s Cato was the first Engluh play “raisonnable & ^ite d’un 
bout i I’autre avec ^egance” and that the role of Cato is superior to 
that of Corn^lie in Corneille’s Pompie. The other personnages in Cato, 
Voltaire says, are inferior, and the play is injured by a cold intrigue of 
love “qui r^pand sur la piece une langueur qui la tue.” In a later edition 
this paragraph is replaced by a new one of greater length in which 
Voltaire stresses particularly the scene in which Cato is shown in his 
robe de chambre reading to himself from Plato?^ Voltaire doubts that a 
Parisian audience would enjoy Cato’s fine monologue on the immortal- 
ity of the soul. The play was addressed, says Voltaire, to an audience 
“un peu philosophique et tres Republicain.” He then gives a translation 
of the monologue in some thirty lines. 

The letter “Sur la tragedie” thus offers evidence that Voltaire’s interest 
in Dryden outweighed his intaest in either Shakespeare or Addison. 
He gives almost twice as much space to quotations from Dryden as to 
those from Shakespeare or Addison and reveals his continued interest 

** LeUres pMomphtguet, ed. by Gusave Lanson, II, t4n. 

■■ Bywhe, Edward, The Art of Entfuh Poetry, I, 185-86. 

Lettret philoiophiquet, ed. by Guiave Lanion, II, 84-85. 

nau.. pp. 85-86n. 
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in Dryden by new comment and new citations in 1742 and 1756, 
respectively. In speaking of Shakespeare he mistakes the date of his 
death by fifty years and makes only the general critical remarks on 
his genius and lack of taste which had been made frequently by 
neoclassic critics of England and France. In his comments on Dryden he 
attacks with more precision, giving the particular attention to details of 
style which always marked his approach to works in which he was 
keenly interested.^^ 

Voltaire was still putting the fimshing touches upon the Lettres 
phUosophiques when he composed Zmre and Alzire, the former built 
around a theme contained in lines from Dryden which Voltaire had 
noted down in the English Noteboo/(^ and in the Sottisier, the latter an 
adaptation of The Indian Emperour. In his letter to Falkener prefixed to 
Zedre Voltaire speaks at length of Dryden and answers Dryden’s attack 
on Racine by saying that Dryden showed by the indecency of his 
portrayal of love that he was unacquainted with the rules for tragedy.''* 
How closely Voltaire’s conception of tragedy approached the heroic 
conception of Dryden is revealed by the similarity of Voltaire’s Disserta- 
tion sur la tragidie ancienne et moderne, pubhshed with Sfmiramis^^ 
to Dryden’s “Of Heroique Playes,” the essay prefixed to The Conquest 
of Granada,^^ Dryden’s essay represents his most advanced position, his 
farthest departure from the main tradition of English drama, and 
Voltaire’s essay hkewise represents, at least with regard to remarks on 
style, Voltaire’s most extreme position. Dryden’s play was followed by 
the Rehearsal which ridiculed heroic tragedy and did much to deflate 
Dryden’s grandiose ideal.'" Likewise, Stmiramis aroused critical disap' 
proval and was followed by a forced retreat on Voltaire’s part to a less 
elevated conception. 

In his essay Dryden makes three main points m describing his con- 
ception of what heroic tragedy should be. He says that it should be 
marked by great elevation of character and of style, that it should rise 
beyond the actualities of plain history and include “Gods and Spirits,’’ 
as does the epic poem,''” and finally that it should present examples of 

p 79 See Navel, he GoOt de Voluure, pp. 186 S. 

r* (Euvret, H, 552-53. ” JV, 487 S, 

r* Dryden, Nonesuch ed , in, 19 B 

NicoU, A Huiory of Kestonuton Drama 1660-1700, p. 235. 
r* Dryden, Nonesuch ed., in, ao-21, 23. ra pp_ 3i_22. 
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heroic virtue for admiration and imitation.^** Voltaire’s critical ideal, 
presented in his Dissertation sur la tragSdie ancienne et modeme, is 
essentially that of Dryden, but there is no indication that he drew upon 
Dryden’s essay. Like Dryden, he makes elevation of character and styles 
the use of the marvelous, and seriousness of moral purpose the require- 
ments for tragedy. With regard to characters, he prefers the heroic 
figures of Cinna and Athalie to the gallant courtiers typical of the con- 
temporary Parisian theater. He emphasizes the necessity for proper 
pomp and elevation of diction.^^ He advocates the use of ghosts, and his 
remarks reveal that he conceives a ghost to be a deus ex machina in the 
tradition of epic poetry. His final point is that tragedy should teach a 
moral, that “la veritable tragedie est I’dcole dc la vertu.” 

Dryden continued to be an example for Voltaire. In 1750 he used the 
episode of the Mexican prmce and high priest on the torture rack which 
he had found in The Indian Emperour m his Essat sur les mceurs}* In 
the section on fine arts of the Slide de Louts XIV, composed during the 
same period, he paid his highest tribute to Dryden as a poet, whose merit 
“aucun poete de sa nation n’egale, ct qu’aucun ancien n’a surpass^.” ** 
In the years when he was working on the Commentaire sur Corneille 
Voltaire lost some of his enthusiasm for grandiose rhetoric, and he aimed 
at Dryden the same kind of criticism which he directed against 

Ihd., p. 23. *1 {EKvrrf, IV, 498 

** IM , 505. 

ss Voltaire, in Alztre, does not show the torture of the Indian pnnee, but mentions it 
in reatal But in the chapter on Cortez m the Essat sur les mceurs {(Euvres, XII, 396), 
he gives what is evidently the torture episode of The Indian Emperour and passes it off 
as authentic history, no doubt because he delighted in Dryden’s satire According to his- 
torical accounts, Cortez, after the capture of Mexico City, was forced by bis fellow soldieis 
to consent to the torture of the young Mexican prince Guatemozm and of the Indian chief 
Tacuba Only one historian, Lopez de Gomara {Cromca, cap, 145), gives any picturesque 
detail of the torture scene. Gomara portrays the prmce as rebuking Tacuba for groaniitg 
when the Spanurds burn his feet. “&toi yo en algun deleite, o bano?" he asks. Dryden, in 
The Indian Emperour, changes the circumstances and represents Montezuma as still 
alive and subjected to torture. On the rack widi Montezuma Dryden places, not a fdlow 
chieftam, but the Emperor’s High Pnest Dryden changes die words rff die tortured 
king, spoken when the High Priest longs for death, to- 

Thmk’st thou I lye on Beds of Roses, here, 

Or m a Wanton Bath stretch’d at my ease? 

Dye, Slave, and with thee dye such thoughts as diese. 

For Diyden's Imes see Appendix. Voltaire m giving the scene m the Essm sur les meeurs is 
historically accurate m putting Guatemozm, not Montezuma, to torture, but «««■»* resist 
the temptation of placing the High Priest on the rack and havmg the In^n piinoe rebuke 
him with: "Et moi, suis-je sur un lit de roses?" 

(Eupres, XIV, 560, 
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Corneille. In the Commentmre sur Meiie, for example Voltaire con* 
demns the inflated figures of speech used by Dryden and cites an 
example from M for Love?^ But evidence of his special interest and 
high esteem fw Dryden continued to issue from Voltaire’s ever aaive 
pen. Like Dryden, he turned in his later years to Ariosto and Boccaccio 
wkh more and more pleasure, and in a letter to Damilaville in 1763 ** 
he revealed that he was aware of Drydcn’s version of the Wife of Bath's 
Tale and that he had it in mind when he wrote his own version under 
die tide Ce qui plait aux dames. 

There is good proof of his continued high esteem for Dryden’s style 
in his words to James Boswell in 1764. When Boswell was in Geneva in 
December of that year he visited both Rousseau and Voltaire. Later, in 
Kporting to Dr. Johnson on the hour he had spent in conversation with 
Voltaire at Fcrney, Boswell said that Voltaire had distinguished Pope 
and Dryden thus: “Pope drives a handsome chariot, with a couple of 
neat trim nags*, Dryden a coach, and six stately horses,” Dr, Johnson’s 
answer was: “Why, Sir, the truth is, they both drive coaches and six; 
but Dryden’s horses are either galloping or stumbling: Pope’s go at a 
steady even trot.” 

Perhaps the most striking instance of Voltaire’s late interest in Dryden 
is contained in a letter written in 1764 by the Chevalier de BoufSers, who 
seems to have spent several days at Ferney with Voltaire. While there he 
wrote to his wife an account of the visit of an Englishman to Ferney. 
V oltair e took delight, Boufflers wrote, in reciting “tous Ics po^mes de 
Dryden.” The passage in Boufflcrs’s letters is as follows: 

n est venu hier chez lui un Anglais qui nc pcut se lasscr de I’entendre parler 
anglais, et r^ter tous les poemes de Dryden comme Paopan r&ite la Jeanne, 
Get homme est trop grand pour £tre contenu dans les limites de son pays; 
c’est un present que la nature a fait i toute la terre. II a le don des langues 
et des tn-folio, car on ne salt pas comment il a eu le temps d’apprendre les 
unes et de lire les autres.** 

That at the age of seventy years Voltaire was able to recite a consider* 
able number of verses from Dryden by memory is conclusive evidence 
of his special regard for Dryden. 

•» IM., XXXI, 186. M Ihd., XUn, p. 54 - 

Bosi^, Tie Ufe of Sdnmel Johnson, ed. fay Percy J^tzgetald, I, 311, 

W SOnortt, I, 354. 
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In 1768 Voltaire defended the use of rhyme in the theater in a letter to 
Horace Walpole by citing the example of Dryden. 

n faut quc je vous dise encore un mot sur la rime que vous nous reprochez. 
Presque toutes les pieces de Dryden sont rim^; c’est une difkult^ de plus. 
Les vers qu’on retient de lui, et que tout le monde cite, sont rim6: et je 
soutiens encore que Cinna, Athdie, Pkidre, Iphtginie, ^tant rim^ qui- 
conque voudrait secouer ce joug, en France, serait regard^ comme un artiste 
faible qui n’aurait pas la force de le porter.** 

In 1770, in writing the article “Blaspheme” for the Questions sur 
I’Encyclopddte, in which he declares that the charge of blasphemy is the 
habitual weapon with which religious sects attack rival sects and that 
in accusing the Jansenists of blasphemy the Jesuits did just what the 
“joviens” did to the early Christians, the lines from Dryden’s The Medal 
come back to Voltaire and he writes: 

Dryden a dit: 

This side to day, and the other to morrow burns. 

And they are all God’s almighty in their turns. 

Tel est chaque paru, dans sa rage obstin^, 

Aujourd’hui condanuiant, et demain condaron6.** 

The errors in the English would indicate again that Voltaire relied on 
his memory, rather than on his English Notebool^^, the Sottisier, or any 
volume of Dryden which he had by him.*^ 

Further evidence of Voltaire’s intimate acquaintance with Dryden’s 
The Indian Emperour is revealed in the article “Espace" in the Questions 
sur Vencydopidte of 1771. In seeking to refute Leibnitz’s assertion that 
“il n’y a point d’espace, point de vide,” Voltaire recalls the words of 
Montezuma, and he writes: 

Du moins Mont^zume raisonnait plus juste dans la tragAlie anglaise de 
Dryden; “Que venez-vous me dire au nom de I’empereur Charles-Quint? 
il n’y a que deux empereurs dans le monde, celui du P^u et moi.” Mont£< 

*» Ibid.. XLVl, 83. *» IM., xvra, 5. 

•iln “Voltaire's Books, a Selected List,” Modern Philology, XXVII (August, 1909), 
1-22, George R. Havens and Norman L. Torrey give a partial list of the bodu in Votoure’i 
library now in Leningrad. The only Dryden work included is tbe part of the first volmne 
of The Dramatic^ Worhf, 6 volt., London, 1735, which contains the “Essay of Drama tick 
Poesy." The authors eomment diat die other volumes ace no longer in Voltahe't libraiy 
or perhaps never were (p. 10) They note that in Voltaire's eighteenth-oentuty MS cata- 
logue are luted: “Dnden's PaMei," i vol., and Dryden's Tiro Plays, i voL 
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suoie ptilait de deux chosei qu’il connaissait; mais nous autrcs, nous parlons 
de deux choses dont nous n’avons aucune id^ nette.** 

It was in the same year, in the article “Enthousiasme,” written for the 
Qitestions sur VEncydopidie?' that Voltaire retracted to a certain 
de;gree the charge of bombast which he had made against Dryden in the 
Commentaire sur MSdie. He now praises Dryden’s Alexander's Feast 
for falling “ni dans le faux ni dans I’ampoule.” In the following year 
Voltaire wrote to Chabanon that he valued Dryden’s ode a hundred 
times more than all of Pmdar.** 

In the year 1776, only two years before Voltaire’s death, another Eng- 
lish traveler, Martin Sherlock, visited Ferney. To him Voltaire repeated 
his praise of Addison’s Cato and his opinion that the English language is 
"dnergique, pr&dse et barbate.” He added that wdiile he was not able 
to pronounce English perfectly, his ear was aware of the harmony of 
English poetry and that Pope and Dryden “avaient le plus d’harmonie 
dans la podsie, Addison dans la prose.” 

These are the only specific instances Voltaire’s collected works yield 
to show his interest in Dryden. The only plays we can be sure that 
Voltaire read with some care are The Indian Emperour, which pro- 
vided him with a model for Alzire, and AU for Love, to which he refers 
vwth an authority which would seem too great to be gathered from the 
passages which were available in Bysshe. He also quotes from The 
Spanish Fryar, Don Sebastian, Aureng-Zebe, and Oedipus, but only once 
from each play, and, except for the single line from The Spanish Fryar, 
he mentions only passages which were wholly or m part in the anthology 
of Bysshe. As for the poems of Dryden, Voltaire praises Alexander's 
Fesut so highly that it would seem that he knew it well. He also quotes 
one passage from The Medal, which he used later in Zaire, two lines 
from The Hind and the Panther, and some lines on physicians from one 
of Dryden’s epistles, but in each case, the lines are in Bysshe. There is also 
indicated in the English Notebook some familiarity with Dryden’s An 
Essay of Dramaticl(^ Poesie, and, as might be expected, Voltaire’s Essay 
on Epic Poetry indicates some familiarity with Dryden’s preface to the 
Aeneid, Dryden’s most extensive discussion of the epic. 

These examples of Voltaire’s direct knowledge of the works of Dryden 

*■ (Euvret, XIX, 1-3. For Dryden's lines tee "Appendix,” p. 153. 

•• IM., xvni, 555-56. •* iKd.. XLVm, 4a. »» thd.. I, 393. 
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reveal that two aspects o£ Dryden’s poetry especially caught and held 
Voltaire’s attention: Dryden’s expression of skeptical thought and Dry* 
den’s magnificent style. Dryden represented to Voltaire an outstanding 
example of the hardiness of thought, freedom of expression and energetic 
style, which so impressed him in English literature. But when Voltaire, 
safe in Ferney, turned from belles lettres to propaganda, he did not de- 
pend on Dryden to supply him with philosophical ammunition, but 
went to the writings of the English deists.'*” Moreover, it is evident that 
Voltaire thought of Dryden principally as the author of tragedy. He 
apphed the lessons he learned from Dryden chiefly in his own tragedies, 
and it is the similarity of their conceptions of tragedy which seems to be 
the key to their relationship. Dryden accepted the neoclassic theory that 
there is no fundamental distinction between epic poem and tragedy, and 
he explained and defended his theory m a number of essays. As the fol- 
lowmg chapters will show, Voltaire held the same idea, but did not 
theorize on the relationship of epic and tragedy, since their essential 
idenuty had long been accepted by critics in France. 

In view of their similar conceptions of tragedy Voltaire’s interest in 
Dryden’s play The Indian Etnperour can be easily understood. If Vol- 
tsure had been interested chiefly in a brutal and satirical attack on priests, 
he would have found much better material in The Spanish Fry or. But 
The Spanish Fry or is largely farce, and Voltaire was a tragedian. It is in 
blank verse and prose, and Voltaire’s ambition was an elevated style in 
Alexandrines. The Indian Emperour, based on popular romance ma- 
terial, is full of arguments in heroic verse upon natural rehgion, and to 
Voltaire it was audacious in its mtroduction of such modern European 
figures as Cortez and Pizzaro, for this gave it an immediacy of applica- 
tion to contemporary society which no play had had in France for nearly 
century. 

** See Torrey, Voltatre and the Englith Deists. 



CHAPTER VI VOLTAIRE’S MORAL 
CONCEPTION OF TRAGEDY 

.^JPROACHING the drama critically rather thaa creatively, Voltaire tried 
to conform to the doctrine of Dacier that tragedy should teach delight- 
fully by giving notable representations of virtue and vice. Whether he 
was treating the legends of Greek mythology, the stoical themes of Ro- 
man history, or the chivalnc adventures of the heroic romances, the 
didactic purpose of his plays is always evident. Nearest to the theory of 
Dacier are his Greek tragedies; in composing them he seems actually to 
have started with a maxim. In their glorification of stoic patriotism and 
their declamatory style his Roman plays are epic in the sense that Ad- 
dison’s Cato was. With Zaire he inaugurated a series of tragedies which 
may be called “heroic” in the manner of Dryden. 

Whereas Dryden’s attachment to the doctrine of epic didacticism had 
been more evident in his critical essays than in his dramatic practice, the 
contrary is true of Voltaire. What Voltaire says of the moral purpose of 
tragedy is always in accordance with the views of Dacier, but he no- 
where takes the pains that Dryden did to justify and explain the theory 
underlying his conception. This is not surprising, since Dryden had been 
engaged in justifying an innovation in English criticism, while Voltaire 
was pursuing a doctrine that had been generally accepted by critics in 
France. 

Voltaire’s didactic conception of tragedy, however, is plainly enough 
stated in his essays and prefaces. The following, for example, in the 
preface to Simiramis is typical and is in conformity with the precepts of 
Rapin and Dacier. 

La veritable tragddie est I’^ole de la vertu; et la seule difference qui soil 
entre le theitre epure et les livres de morale, e’est que 1’ instruction se trouve 
dans la trag^die toute en action, e’est qu’elle y est interessantc, et qu’elle se 
montre relevde des charmes d’un art qui ne fut invente autrefois que pour 
instruire la terre et pour benir le ael, et qui par cette raison, fut appeie le 
langage des dieux.^ 

Comments in his correspondence bear out this critical attitude and indi- 
cate that no doubt as to the didactic purpose of tragedy ever crossed 

* (Buvret, IV, 505. 



VOLTAIRE’S CONCEPTION OF TRAOEDY 87 

Voltaire’s mind. Remarks such as the following in a letter to D’Argental 
in 1769 are continually recurring in his letters. “Les spectacles adoucissent 
Ics moeurs; et, quand la philosophie s’y joint, la superstition est bientdt 
icxas&c” * 

Voltaire’s five plays on Greek themes are essentially parables illustrat- 
ing that there is a “dieu vengeur” who punishes secret crimes. The neces- 
sity of encouraging a belief in a god of vengeance as a curb on unscrupu- 
lous actions is an idea central to the ncoclassic conception of tragedy as a 
warning against wrongdoing. Voltaire consistently supported this belief 
even though he doubted the existence of any such system of rewards and 
punishments.” Dryden discusses the question briefly in speaking of the 
philosophy of Lucretius.^ 

For the subject of his first play, written when he was barely twenty 
years old, Voltaire chose the “Oedipus” legend, which Rapin, F^elon, 
and other critics, including Addison, had said, following Aristotle, is the 
best of all possible subjects for tragedy. Voltaire says that he consulted 
with Dacier about his play and that he went to Dacier’s translation and 
comments.” He weighs Dacier’s advice upon the use of a chorus to under- 
line the moral lesson, but concludes that the modern demand for vraisem- 
blance limits the utility of this device.” The play, which was a great suc- 
cess, is filled with lines which recall Racine and Corneille and served 
principally to announce the arrival in Pans of a new master in the 
theater. 

Voltaire returned to Greek themes in Enphyle (1732), Mirope (1743), 
Simiramis (1748), and Oreste (1750). Lessing’s remark that Simtfwnis 
was built around the maxim that divine justice selects extraordinary 
means to punish extraordinary crimes applies equally well to Enphyle, 
Mirope, and Oreste.^ Of Oreste Voltaire himself says, in the Disserta- 
tion sur les princtpales tragidies anciennes et modemes, which accom- 
panies the play, that it was “une maxime re9ue chez tons les anciens que 

*/W..XLVI. 448. 

* Voltaire wrote to the Duke (A Richebeu in 1770 {jCEuvret, XLVII, 140-41) regarding 
the deterministic doctrines of D'Holbach's Sytthne de la nature “Au reste, )e pense qu'il 
est toujours trts-bon de soutenir ia doctrine de I’existence d’un Dieu rfmiinfrateur et 
vengeur; la soci^ti a besom de cetle opmion. Je ne sais si vous cotmaisiea ce veta: 'Si Dieu 
n'existait pas, il faudrait I’lnventer.’ ” 

s In the preface to The Second MuceUany, Worht, XII, 192. 

* (Buvret, U, 18-19, aS* 

* Ibid., p. 4a. See also Voltaire’s letter to Por^e, (Euvret, XXXIII, 198. 

* Lesaiiv, Hamburgistht Dnndtttrpt, M Sdmmdtehe Sehriften, VQ, 53-54. 
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let dieuz punissaient la moindre d^b£issance leurs ordres comme les 
plus grands crimes.” * In the same essay Voluire quotes Rapin to the 
ei!ea that tragedy "est une lefon publique, plus instructive, sans com- 
paraison, que la philosophie." ” 

Voltaire declares in the Dissertation sur la tragidie ancienne et mod- 
eme, published with SSmiramis, that all men, because of an inborn 
sense of justice, hke to believe that a Supreme Being punishes crimes 
which men are unable to bring to judgment and argues that a play por- 
traying such divine intervention in the affairs of men is bound to bring 
pleasure to the spectators. From the first scene of SSmiramis, he says, one 
perceives that “tout doit se faire par le minist^e c^este; tout roule d’acte 
en acte sur cette idee.” It is an avenging deity who mspires remorse in 
the queen “et c'est de U m£me que resulte I'lnstruction qu’on peut tirer 
de la piice,” Voltaire concludes: 

Je pourrais surtout appliquer i la tragidie de SSmiramis la morale par 
laquelle Euripide finit son Alceste, piicc dans laquelle le tnervcilleux r^gne 
bien davantage: “Que les dieux emploient des moyens etonnants pour ex&uter 
leurs kernels ddcretsl Que les grands ^v^iements qu’il mdnagcnt surpassent 
les idto des mortelsl” 

Critics have often asserted that the ghost of the murdered king in 
SSmiramis was directly inspired by the ghost of Hamlet’s father.^* The 
ghost in Hamlet had made a strong impression upon Voltaire when he 
saw the play in London,^® but his comments reveal that the ghost of 
Ninus represents fundamentally the introduction of the marvelous ele- 
ment of epic poetry and the opera and consequently resembles Dryden’s 
use of the supernatural more than Shakespeare’s. Shakespeare appealed 
to a folk belief in spirits in order to raise the spectators’ hair, but Voltaire 
made of his ghost purely a deus ex machinal* When he withdrew 

• asuvrei, V, 185. » IM ., V, 169B. 

I61J., IV, 504 Itid., p. 504-5. 

i*See Lacroiz, Hitiotre de I'mfiuence de Shakespeare sur le thSitre franfou, p. 101; 
Gon, Les TragSdies es Us shSanes dranuotques de Vohasre, pp. 67, 196-97; Jussetand, 
Shakespeare en France, pp. ao6 S.; Louaibuiy, Shakespeare and Vahatre, p. 134; Sonet, 
Vobasre et I'enfinenee an^aise, pp 63 S. 

1* See Voltaire's reference for example in the Dissertation sur la tragSdie anaenne et 
modeme, (Euvret, IV, 503. 

See Gioi, Philippe Quinaidt, p. 74i». “On pense i Shakespeare et k I’ombie d’Hosuht, 
qui a hantf Voltaire; on pense aux Grecs, dont il se rfclamera laentSt; il faut penser 
aiissi k I'opfta (I’ombre d’Ardan Canile dans Amadu, III, 3) et k sa machinerie.” See also 
Lessiiv, HmrAuriiuehe Drasnatsargie. m SSmmdiehe Sehriften, VII, 53. 
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Shniramis for revision, he wrote significantly: “Jc donne plus au tra^jque 
et moins i I’^pique, et je substitue, autant que je peux, le vrai au mer* 
veilleux. Je conserve pourtant toujours mon ombre.” Simiratnis seems 
to have been the inspiration of a series of discussions in the NouveUes 
Uttinures and the Correspondance littiraire upon the proper use of the 
supernatural, the gist of which is that it should be limited to the epic 
poem and to the opera.^® Grimm commented in 1754, for instance, that 
“Le merveilleux n’appartient de droit qu’au pocte cpique qui peint sans 
couleur, non pas pour nos yeux, mais pour notre imagination.” 

In England Voltaire sketched out and partly finished two plays on Ro- 
man themes, Brutus and La Mart de Cisar, that he might give his fellow 
countrymen an idea of English tragedy.^® It has been widely accepted 
that the plays were in imitation of Shakespeare, but the translation of 
Antony's speech from ]ulius Caesar, which forms the last scene of La 
Mart de Cisar, is really an hors d'ceuvre}^ and there is little evidence in 
either play of any English influence save the didacticism so dominant in 
formal Augustan tragedy and notably in Addison’s Cato.®® The two 

In a letter to Formont in 173a, (Euvres, XXXUI, 374. 

See Correspondance latSrasre phtlosophtque et crtttque, I, 307; n, 343 ff.; HI, 
374 flf., 31711 

11, 345. 

t® Of Brutus Voltaire remarked in the “Disonirs sur la trag^die k milord Bolmgbroke” 
that he wished to “transporter sur notre seine certaines beautes de la votre'* {(Eupres, 11 , 
314) To the Abbi Asselm Voltaire wrote in 1735 concerning In Mort de Cisar: “Cette 
piice n’a d’autre minte que celui de faire voir le genie des Romains, et celui du tbifttre 
anglais" {(Euvres, XXXUI, 544). 

See Lion, Les Tragedies de Voltaire, pp 63-63. 

®®'niat Brutus and La Mort de Cisar reflect the influence of Addison rather than of 
Shakespeare is the opinion of Villemain, Faguct, and I.anson In “Voltaire et la littirature 
de la Reine Anne,” Reiue des deux mondes, 4th ser, X (April, 1837), 77 , Villemam 
comments on Addison's Cato “En tout, cette tragidie offrait, avec quelques beautfs 
neuves, une imitation correcte, mais affaiblie, de la mamcre de Corneille. Conduite avec 
peu d’art, dans sa rigulariti, elle fut un effort remarquable, mais impuissant, pout 
changer la forme du thi^tre anglais, une oeuvre de enuque, et non de fondateiir. Elle ne 
fut pas inutile k Voluire, pour le choix des ornemens qu'il a jetis dans ses piicei 
romaines, Brutus, Catihna, La Mort de Cisar, Rome sauvee. II en a mime emprunti 
littiralement quelques beaux traits.” In "Jugements parbculiers de Voltaire sur plusieun 
grands ienvams,” Revue des cours et conjtrences, IX, ist ser (Nov 39, 1900), 100, 
Faguet observes “Voltaire a une affection pamculiere pour ce sage, discret et judicteux 
poite, pour cet excellent prosateur en vers Addison, en somme, comprenait la pofsie k 
sa maniire, comme un enseignement clair, piicis et grave, comme quelque chose de 
connnuellement didacbque. Sa tragidie de Caton, qui est surtout, k piopos de la mort 
du hdras dUtique, une exposiQon de grands principes et de fortes iddes, a servi de type 
aux tragedies de Voltaire II ne faut jamais oublier que celui-ci avatt fait peu de ptkeet 
avant son dfpart pour I'Angleterre; e’est depuu seulement qu’il a donnd au genre ttagiqiie 
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j^yt were little more than exercises; BruUu had little success, and Ia 
M art de Char did oat achieve a performance before 1743. Their R^ub* 
lican ideas, hardly representative of Voltaire’s own thinking, were far 
from any political actualities of die day in France. Lucius Junius Brutus, 
founder of the Republic, is presented in Brutus as an example of steadfast 
patriotism who condemns his own son to death for a conspiracy against 
the Republic. In La Mart de Char the situation is reversed: Marcus 
Brutus, portrayed as the son of Julius Caesar, aids in the assassination of 
his father out of love of Republican principles, despite his father’s affec- 
tion for him and his father’s proposal that he shall succeed to the throne. 

Voltaire found it difficult to repeat the success he had enjoyed earlier 
with (Edipe. Mariamne was laughed out of the theater in 1724 because 
he introduced some action in the English style instead of using the tradi- 
donal rhit.^^ His two Roman plays aroused little interest, and Eriphyle 
lasted for only a few performances in 1732, even though Voltaire turned 
over the box office receipts to the actors in an attempt to spur them to do 
their best. Later in the same year he tried an entirely new approach in 
Zedre, Abandoning the pompous themes of Greek mythology and the 
sententious moralizing of the Roman tragedies, he turned for subject 
matter to the heroic romances, whose situations still dominated the 
Parisian stage, despite the protests of the critics,^^ The overwhelming 
success of Zeure insured his further working of the same vein. 

ce tour dogmatique et cette allure d'apottolat renouvel^t, non de Shakespeare, mail 
d’Addiion In Htttotre de la htthatwre fnatmte, pp. 691-92, Lanion comments upon 
Voltatre's soiourn in England: “Les tiois ann6es qu'il y passa fluent une cootie-acpdnence 
qui pidcisa mutes les notions dd)i daboides en liu. L’Angleterre n'a pas ait Voltaire, die 
I'l uutnut II aimait trap les lettres pour ne pas s’apercevoir qu'il y avait Ik unc grande 
litcfrature; 11 d&ouvnt Shakespeare, et Milmn, et les comiques de la Restauiaaon, 
Wycherley, Congreve. L'fpoque de la reme Anne £tait faite pour lui plaite: e'est le temps 
ou I’ineifasable ongtnalitf de I'esprit anglais se dfguise le mieux sous le godt decent et la 
sivkre ordonnance dont nos chefs-d'ceuvre classiques donnaient le modde. Ce que Dryden, 
Addison avaient de franrais, I'lnduisait k godter dans une certaine mesute leurs qualitds 
anglaises. Dryden lui donna I'ldfe d'un drame plus violent; Addison, par son Colon, 
riiutniisit k moraliser la tragfdie, k y poser nettement la tbde philosophique." 

See Mdand’s note, in OSuvrei, II, 161 

** There is evidence in the journals of the period that the vogue of the heroic romances 
had to some degree returned. In the Pour et eoatre, I, 260, Prfvost remarks that the Aitrie 
had been republished and that “si quelqu’un dtait capaUe de rapeller I’ancien gollt de la 
nation pour les romans ftendus,” it would be this handsome new edition. The Obteroa- 
Uent tur let ienti modernet, Vm (1737), Lettre CVII, 25, speaking of die deplorable 
state of the republic of letters remarks; "Od ne volt que des Romans vuides d’acdon (1 
plans de babil." The author of the article laments the effect of the romances and says 
(p. 38) that “il n’y a gueres que quinxe ans qu'ils sont rentrfs en grace." The arti^ 
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Voltaire’s new type of tragedy embodied the neoclassic faith in civiliza- 
tion as against fanaticism and in benevolent royalism as against mob-ruk 
which was central to Voltaire’s phibsophy and to epic traditbn. In 
France Voltaire saw a modern Rome whose leadership in Europe was 
due to her civilizing mission and m bigotry he recognized a force which 
was compromismg her effectiveness and undermining her hegemony.” 
The religious wars of the sixteenth century, when broiling Catholics and 
Huguenots brought France to the edge of ruin, were constantly in his 
mind, and the Duke of Guise and his Ligueurs were to him, as they had 
been to Hobbes and Dryden, symbols for ecclesiastical chicanery and 
hypocrisy. Cbntcmporary instances of religious persecution shocked and 
exasperated him. In Zaire, Alztre, and subsequent plays he sought to 
provide, as he had already done in the Henrtade, an “ccole des moeurs” 
in which his countrymen might admire and imitate an ideal of civilized 
tolerance. 

Voltaire’s arguments for tolerance were, like Dryden’s, based on nat- 
ural religion, and he expressed the view on several occasions that all that 
could be said on the subject of religious belief could be found in Cicero 
His words, written to a friend in 1776, recall those of Dryden: “La 
plupart des auteurs modernes ne sont que les fripiers des siecles pass&. 
Tout I’atheisme est dans Lucrice, et tout ce qu’on peut dire sur la Di- 
vinitc est dans Ciciron, qui n’etait que Ic disciple de Platon.’’ Where 
Dryden and Voltaire differ is in their conception of human nature. Dry- 

credits Boileau with turning the public from the romances originally Later m the same 
year the same journal, Lettre CXV, VIU, 334, remarks that “Les Romans qui depuis 
15 ans regnent sur nos chemin^s, veulent encore regner sur nos Thiitres, car enlin les 
Cbmddies dont il s'agit, sont-elles autre chose que des Romans Dialogues & cn action?” 
Hie author of the article adds (p 33$). “Nous devons done nous attendre k voir au 
premier jour Zaide & la Pnneesse de Cleves sur le thfktre ” The Mercure de France, Nov., 
I73<>i p. 3439, notes a new edition of Let Voyage/ de Cyrus, in the issue of January, 1731, 
pp. 314-15, a new edition of Les Apantures d’An/tee et de Telatie, and in the issue of 
Apnl, 1733, p. 743, a new edition of Castandre by the same publisher who “vient de 
r6mprimer de mtme les fameux Romans de Clehe, Cyrus, Pharamond, Cliopatre, 
Attrie tx." 

** The following excerpt from a letter to the Marquis de Villevieille m 1768 is typical 
of hundreds of comments to be found in Voltaire’s correspondence “Je mourrai consoM 
en voyant la v^ntable religion, c'est-knlire cellc du cizur, £tabhe sur la niine des simagiiei. 
Je n'ai jamais prkcbk que I'adoraOon d'un Dku, la bienfaisance, et I'lndulgence Avec ces 
sentiments, je brave le duble, qui n'existe pomt, et les vrais diables bnatiqiiet, qui 
n'existent que trop” (QSuvres, XLVI, 196-97). 

as Dupres, L, 76. See also Wade, Vsdtatre and Madame du ChdteUt, p. 194: 'la moral 
philosophy, on the other hand, Voltaire was the leader, Mme du Chitelet, the pupil, 
though the fundamental equipment of both was the same, a knowledge of Cicero." 
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den's attitude is based on a pessimistic Hobbesian conception of human 
nature as selfish and brutal, and government to him was a policing device 
contrived by the intellectual few to save man from himself. The basis of 
Voltaire’s philosophy is an opcunisac Lockian conviction of the natural 
goodness of man and of society as the expression of an inborn human in- 
stinct. But for Voltaire, as for Drydcn, the mass of men who could not 
reason were not to be trusted with pohtical power.*® 

In Zaire and subsequent “heroic” plays the characters themselves sym- 
bolize Voltaire’s ideas, and the action proves by its own evolution Vol- 
taire’s thesis that noble generosity of soul is an irresistible force. There is 
usually a character to represent European fanaticism, a Mohammedan, a 
Peruvian, or a native of some other exotic clime to represent natural man, 
noble at heart, but dominated by a primitive code of vengeance, and 
finally a character, often a tender and sincere heroine, to represent 
“grandeur d’Sme.” In several plays there is a venerable old man of rip- 
ened wisdom whose council of charity and tolerance is unheeded, but 
whose advice is proved sound by the denouement of the play. This char- 
acter often seems to represent Voltaire hunself. The denouement is 
brought about by the law of admiration and imitation, the Christian 
fanatic and the noble savage alike being converted by the high example 
of the hero or heroine. 

In Zmre Voltaire turned the exotic romance setting to his own pur- 
pose: to contrast two avilizations and show that religion is a matter of 
education and that nobility of soul is not an exclusively Christian quality. 
In so doing, Voltaire employed the medium in a manner which recalls 
Dryden, and there are indications that Dryden was, in part, the imme- 
diate inspiration of Voltaire’s new dramatic formula. Central to the 
philosophical theme of Zmre is a passage spoken by the heroine which 
paraphrases the Imes from Dryden which Voltaire had copied into his 
English Noteboo\?^ To indicate that Voltaire had Dryden in mind there 
is also the preface of the play, which is addressed to Voltaire’s English 
friend Falkener. The chief point that Voltaire makes in this preface is 
that in England the poets enjoy higher esteem than in France and con- 
sequently fulfill their moral function with more seriousness and effec- 
tiveness.*'' Addison was made a minister of state. Prior was made an 

*• See Torrey, Voltare and the EnUghtenment, New York, 1931, p. 13. 

**Torrey, “Voltaire's English Notebook," Modem PUMogy, XXVI, No. 3 (Feb., 
*9*9)1 3*®- (Emret, H, 537 ff. 
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ambassador, Steele and “Wanbruck” were not only authcffs of com- 
edies but also members of Parliament. Voltaire then qualifies his ap- 
proval of English tragedy and proceeds to reply to Dryden’s celebrated 
attack on Racine in the preface to AU for Love. He contrasts the good 
taste of French authors with the barbarity of the English, taking for il- 
lustrations the decency with which French dramatists portray love and 
the indecency of Dryden’s play.*® The crudity of the English, says Vol- 
taire, is a result of the political and religious wars which raged in Eng- 
land while French manners were bemg polished and refined by the 
society of women and the cultured life of the court. Voltaire quotes two 
passages from All for Love, first Antony’s words to Cleopatra, Act III, 
scene I, and then Cleopatra’s answer, which he translates as follows: 

Venez k moi, venez dans mes bras, mon cher soldat; j’ai iti trop longtcmps 
pnv^ de VOS caresses. Mais quand je vous embrasserai, quand vous serez 
tout k moi, je vous punirai de vos cruaut^s en laissant sur vos livres I’impres- 
sion de mes ardents baisers.*® 

No doubt, says Voltaire, it was thus that Antony and Cleopatra spoke, 
but such indecency should never be portrayed on the stage. Some Eng- 
lishmen call this following nature, but it is exactly this nature “qu’il faut 
voiler avec soin.” To portray such mdcccncy is to show one’s ignorance 
of the human heart, for the spectators are offended. This rule of art has 
long been known m France. Voltaire concludes, as had Rapin, Muralt, 
and other critics, that the French might well borrow English seriousness 
and philosophy and the English might well imitate French correctness 
and taste. 

C’est, je crois, sur cet art que notre nation doit en £tre crue. Vous nous ap- 
prenez des choses plus grandes et plus utiles: il serait honteux k nous de 
ne le pas avouer. Les Fran9ais qui ont 6crit centre les d&ouvertes du chevalier 
Newton sur la lumiire en rougissent; ceux qui combattent la gravity en 
rougiront bientdt. 

Vous devez vous soumettre aux re^es de notre th^tre, comme nous 
devons embrasser votre philosophie. Nous avons fait d’aussi bonnes experi- 
ences sur le coeur humain que vous sur la physique. L’art de plaire scmble 
I’art des Fran^ais, et I’art de penser paralt le vdtre. Heureux, monsieur, qui, 
comme vous, les rAinitl 


John Vanbnigh, celebrated dramatut and architect 
*• (Eupres, H, pp, 552-53. Ibid. 

Ihi. *^lbid., pp. 553-54. 
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If Voltaire had written “comme moi” instead of “comme vous,” no doubt 
he would have been nearer to his real meaning. 

In Zmre the allegorical element does not obtrude as it does in later 
plays; the exotic backgroimd, the atmosphere of chivalric gallantry, the 
new and darmg philosophical ideas are fused by Voltaire’s sensibility 
and humanity and expressed in a brilliant and facile flow of verse. It was 
an immediate success and became one of the most popular plays of the 
century. 

Zaire, the captured daughter of a French nobleman, has been brought 
up from infancy in the court of the Sultan of Jersualem. Torn between 
her love for the Sultan, who has offered to make her his wife, and her 
loyalty to her father and brother, who insist that she be baptized and 
return to France, she meditates with pronounced deistic tendency upon 
the insignificance of religious differences and expresses her conviction 
that all men who worship God have a common bond. Her soliloquy 
when she is considering the choice which will make her either untrue to 
her blood or to her love, is a paraphrase of Dryden’s lines noted down in 
Voltaire’s English 'Notebook and in the Sottisier. 

La coutume, la loi plia mes premiers ans 
A la religion des heureux musultnans. 

Je le vois trop: les soins qu’on prend de notre enfance 
Forment nos sentiments, nos moeurs, notre croyance. 

J’eusse pris du Gange esclave des faux dieux, \ 

Chr^tienne dans Paris, musulmane en ces lieux. 

L’instruction fait tout; et la main de nos pires 
Grave en nos faibles coeurs ces premiers caracteres 
Que I’exemple et le temps nous viennent retracer, 

Et que peut-^tre en nous Dieu seul peut effacer.” 

The belief that religion is a product of education had been frequently 
expressed by freethinkers in England and France. Voltaire’s early friend 
and patron, the Abbe Chaulicu, had put it into verse.** But the lines 
from Dryden had an elevation and vigor which made Voltaire write 
them in his notebook and turn back to them later. If one were to make 
conjectures as to which lines of Dryden, Voltaire quoted to his English 
visitor in 1764,** the lines paraphrased in Zaire and other similar pas- 

** Act I, scene i; (Euvret, II, 560. 

** See Voltaire's citation, (Euvru, XIV, 54. 

•• (Bums, I, 354. 
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sages wlikh Voltaue had copied in his notebooks would seem logical 
surmises. 

The d&iouement of Zaire represents a triumph for “grandeur d’lme.” 
Orosmane, the Sultan, not understanding the reason for Zaire’s hesita- 
tion, stabs her in jealousy when he discovers that she has written to 
N6restan and will meet him secredy. Finding that N^estan is her 
brother and that Zaire was actually true to her love, he is overcome with 
remorse. He sets his Christian captives free and stabs himself. His fare- 
well words are to N^estan. 

Porte aux tiens ce poignard, que mon bras {gar£ 

A plough dans un sein qui dut m’£tre sacr£; 

Dis-leur que j’ai donn^ la mort la plus aifreuse 
A la plus digne femme, it lat plus vertueuse, 

Dont le del ait form^ les innocents appas; 

Dis-leur qu’ii ses genoux j’avais mis mes Etats; 

Dis-leur que dans son sang cette main s’est plong^; 

Dis que je I’adorais, et que je I’at vengde. 

(It se me). 

(Aux tiens) 

Respectez ce hd-os, et conduisez ses pas.*' 

Fanatical N^restan is bewildered by the Sultan’s noble sentiments, for to 
him there can be no virtue in an infidel. Standing over the expiring 
Mohammedan, he cries : 

Guide-moi, Dicu puissanti je ne me connais pas. 

Faut-il qu’i t’admirer ta fureur me contraigne, 

Et que dans mon malheur ce soit moi qm te plaignel *' 

His enlarged vision represents a victory over bigotry and Zaire and 
Orosmane seem to have died in a good cause. 

The reaction to Voltaire’s introduction of the issue of religious toler- 
ance into the theater was generally unfavorable. The Mercure de France, 
for instance, remarked that there was some question as to whether 2^ire 
died as a Christian or a Mohammedan, but that there was no doubt that 
her dominating passion was love.'” For J. B. Rousseau the play was 
harmful, for it showed that “tous les efforts de la grace n’ont aucun 
pouvoir sur les passions.” '* Nadal, in his parody of the play, said that it 

** Act V, scene 10; CSuvres, 11 , 617. IM., p. 618. 

** Mercure de France, January, 1733, p. 144. 

** Quoted in Mercure de France, April, 1733, p. 651. 
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ooQceraed a “Tartar i I’eau-rose,” who was “plus Celadon qu’ua Heros 
de Roman,” and a young princess 

Qui ae conaoSt de foi, de loi, que sa tendresse, 

Ou qui ne reconnoit d’autre religion, 

Que cdle qu’on re^it de r&lucation.*** 

Added weight is given to the evidence that Voltaire had Dryden in 
mind when composing Zatre by the fact that his next important play, 
Alzire, is drawn after Dryden's The Indian Emperour. Alzire, like 
ZcSre, is Voltairian philosophy in action. The Spanish conquest of Mex' 
ico and Peru offered Voltaire in 1736, as it had offered Dryden, in 1665, 
an opportunity not only to use popular heroic romance material but also 
to illustrate again the deistic principle of the unimportance of different 
cults, and the thesis that all men who worship God have a basis for un- 
derstanding. In Alzire the aged Spanish governor of Peru, Alvarez, with 
true Christian spirit, has succeeded in converting many Peruvians, in- 
.cluding Mont^ze, Peruvian monarch, and his lovely daughter Alzire. 
Mont^ze sees the benefits which European civilization offers, and in 
order to have peace, he has consented that Alzire shall marry Alvarez’s 
son Gusman, who is about to succeed him as governor. But Gusman is 
rapacious and cruel and is convinced that only by torture and oppression 
can the Peruvians be brought to accept Spanish rule. Alzire is resigned 
to the marriage with Gusman, though she is mourning the loss of Za- 
more, a young Peruvian leader, supposed to have been killed in battle, 
to whom she had long been betrothed. Alvarez, preparing to hand over 
the government to Gusman, recommends Christian mercy and pardon 
as the basis of peace and prosperity in the new Spanish possession. 

Ah I Dieu nous cnvoyait, quand de nous il fit choix. 

Pour annoncer son nom, pour fairc aimer ses lois: 

Et nous, de ces climats destnicteurs implacables. 

Nous, et d’or et de sang toujours insatiables, 

D^serteurs de ces lois qu’il fallait enseigner. 

Nous dgorgeons ce peuple au lieu de le gagner. 

H&ux du nouveau monde, injustcs, vains, avares. 

Nous seuls en ces climats nous sommes les barbares. 

L’Am^ricain, farouche en sa simplicity. 

Nous ygale en courage, et nous passe en bont6.*^ 

*** Nadal, "Arlequin au Panasie^" in Let Perodiet dm nouveau thHtre ibdien, I, 346. 

** Kcx 1 , scene i; (Euvret, m, 387--88. 
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To soften the heart of his son, Alvarez tells him how a brave Indian 
leader spared his life in battle. The Indian, it is revealed later, is Zamore, 
who had been taken prisoner by Gusman, tortured in an attempt to 
make him surrender hidden gold, and left for dead. Gusman is moved 
by his father’s words and consents to spare those Indians who accept the 
Christian religion. But they must, he says, “tremblent sous un seul Dieu 
comme sous un seul roi.” Zamore is not dead, but is preparmg to make 
a final and hopeless attack on the Spanish city. In addressing his men he 
reveals his prunitive code of vengeance, as well as his nobility of souL 

Apris I’honneur de vaincre, il n’est rien sous les deux 
De plus grand en effet qu’un tr^pas glorieux; 

Mais mourir dans I’opprobrc et dans rignominic, 

Mais laisscr cn mourant des fers it sa patne, 

Pd'ir sans se venger, expirer par les mains 
De ces brigands d’Europe, et de ces assassins 
Qui, de sang enivr^s, de nos tresors avides, 

De ce monde usurp^ d^solateurs perfides, 

Ont os£ me livrer il des tourments honteux 

Pour m’arracher des biens plus m6pnsables qu’eux.** 

The scene of the play, which the Mercure de France called “une des 
plus belles Scenes qui ayent paru au Theatre,” ** comes in the third act, 
when Alzire, after the weddmg ceremony which has united her with 
Gusman, visits some Peruvian prisoners, who have been caught recon- 
noitering in the city. She finds Zamore among them. Alvarez has pre- 
viously visited the scene and identified Zamore as the leader who spared 
his life in battle. Gusman comes upon the scene and finds that he has a 
rival— the Indian whom he had cruelly tortured. Zamore identifies him- 
self to the astonished Gusman. 

Oui, lui-m£me, i qui ta barbaric 
Voulut dter I’honneur, et crut 6ter la vie; 

Lui, que tu fis languir dans dcs tourments honteux; 

Lui, dont I’aspect ici te fait baisser les yeux. 

Ravisseur de nos biens, tyran de notre empire, 

Tu vtens de m’arracher le seul bien oh j’aspire. 

Achive, et de ce fer, tr^sor de tes climats, 

Pr^riens mon bras vengcur, et pr^iens ton tr^pas." 

Alvarez is struck with horror at learning of the torture and exclaims to 
Gusman: 

** Act I, scene i; ibid,, HI, 389. *■ Act II, scene i; tbtd., HI, 397. 

** Mercure de France, Febniary, 1736, p. 354. Act m, scene 5; (Euaret, HI, 413. 
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Oe ce discoun, d dell que je me Kns coafimdiel 
Vout sentez-vous coupable, et pouvez-vous r^pondire? ** 

It is then, in the words of the Meratre de "France, that “Le Caractere 
d’Alzire se d^elope tout entier ii ses yeuz; elle demande ^galement la 
mort h son Epoux et il son Amant, comme leur ^tant ^galement infi- 
delle.”« 

Gusman orders the death of Zamore, but when he calls his soldiers, 
the Peruvians attack the city and he rushes off. In the confusion of the 
attack Alzire frees Zamore by bribing a guard, but she is true to her 
marriage vows and refuses to flee with him. She would take her own life, 
but for the Christun law forbidding it Zamore leaves with the bribed 
guard, but instead of fleeing, he overpowers the guard, runs to the Span- 
ish council chamber, and mortally wounds Gusman. Alzire and Zamore 
are then held under guard to await the judgment of Gusman. An un- 
expected denouement is produced when Gusman is carried on the stage 
in a litter, and, instead of pronouncing a decree of death, reveals that the 
noble example of Alzire has converted him to Christian charity and 
humility. He says: 

Le bonheur m’aveugla, la mort m’a detrompe. 

' Je pardonne k la mam par qui Dieu m’a frappA 

I’ftais mattre en ces lieux, seul fy commande encore: 

Seul je puis faire grace, et la fois 4 Zamore. 

Vis, superbe ennemi, sois hbre, et te souvien 
Quel fut, et le devoir, et la mort d’un Chretien. 

Montize, Am&icains, qui ffites mes victimes. 

Songez que ma cl6mance a surpa$s6 mes crimes. 

Instruiscz I’Am^ique; apprenez k ses rois 

Que les ChrAiens sont pour leur donner des lois. ‘ 

Des Dieux que nous servons connais la difference: 

Les tiens t’ont commande Ic meurtre et la vengeance; 

Et le mien, quand ton bras vient de m’assassiner, 

M’ordonne de te plaindre et de te pardonner.*' 

Zamore, who had been unmoved under torture, is deeply stirred by 
Gusman’s words. He now recognizes the superiority of the Christian 
God. The epic law of admiration and imitation works within his soul as 
it had worked within that of Gusman, and he says: 

p. 414 

Mtrctm de Fnmee, Febniory, 1736, p. 354. 

Acte V, scene 7: (Euvrts. in, 434. 
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Ahl la loi qui t’oblige i cet efifort supr&ne, 

Je conunence i le croire, est la loi d’un Dieu m&ne. 

J’ai connu I’amiti^ la Constance, la fbi; 

Mais tant dc grandeur d’&me est au-dessus de moi; 

Tant de vertu m’accablc, et son charme m’attire. 

Honteux d’etre veng£, je t’aime et je t’admire.** 

In his preluninary essay Voltaire underlines the moral aim of his play. 

On a tSch^ dans cette trag&lie, toute d’mvention et d'une espice assez 
neuve, de &ire voir combien le veritable esprit de religion I’emporte sur les 
vertus dc la nature. 

La religion d’un barbare consiste 1 ofirir i ses dieux le sang dc ses cnnemis. 
Un chr^tien mal instruit n’est souvcnt guere plus juste. Etre fiddle k quelques 
pratiques inutiles, et inbd^c aux vrais devoirs de Thomme, fairc certaines 
priires, et garder ses vices; jeiiner, mais hair; cabaler, pers&uter, voili sa 
religion. Celle du chrdtien veritable est de regarder tons les hommes comme 
ses frires, de leur faire du bien et de Icur pardonner le mal. Tel est Gusman 
au moment de sa mort, tel Alvarez dans le cours de sa vie; tel j’ai pcint Henri 
IV, m&me au milieu dc ses faiblcsses. 

On trouvera dans presque tous mes &;rits cette humamtd qui doit £tre 
le premier caractire d’un £trc pcnsant; on y verra (si j’ose m’exprimer ainsi) 
le d^sir du bonheur des hommes, I’horrcur dc I’lnjustice et de I’opprcssion.*** 

In a letter to D’Argental concerning the play Voltaire says he is persuaded 
that “la religion fait plus d’effet sur le peuple, au theitre, quand elle est 
mise en beaux vers, qu’a I’eglise, ou elle ne se montre qu’avec du latin de 
cuisine,” and that the more he considers the conversion of Gusman, 
the more he regards it as “un coup qui doit faire une tres-grande impres- 
sion.” When Frederick II received the play, he saw clearly its philosoph- 
ical purpose and wrote to Voltaire: “Vous faites voir, par le caractire de 
Gusman, qu’un christianisme mal entendu, et guide par le faux zele, 
rend plus barbare et plus cruel que le paganisme mcme.” 

There is much evidence to indicate that Alzire was inspired by Dry- 
den’s The Indian Emperour, That Voltaire knew Dryden’s play well is 
beyond doubt, since he quoted from it or referred to incidents in it in at 
least nine different instances between 1728 and 1771. That Dryden’s tor- 
ture scene made a lasting impression upon him is revealed by his use of 
it in the section on Cortez in the Essai sur les maeurs. Furthermore, his 
debt to Dryden seems to have been a fact accepted by Voltaire’s con- 

p. 435. 379. 

Ibid., XXXin, 471. ** Ihd.. XXXIV, 104. 
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temporaries. In 1743 the Abb^ Dubourg, in offering his translation of 
The Indian Emperour and The Indian Queen, changed the name of 
the Indian Queen to “Alsyre.” The Abb^ Yart, in his Idie de la poisie 
anglaise (1753)} recognizes the relationship between Alztre and The 
Indian Emperour when he says of Voltaire’s knowledge of the English 
drama, “Ne sait-on pomt qu’il a appris, comme il I’avoue lui-m£me, i 
penser & Si &:rire vigoureuscmcnt dans I’ctude de leurs hvres, & Si s’ouvrir, 
Si leur exemple, un nouveau theitre, en transportant comme Dryden la 
seine dans le nouveau monde ?” 

The similar philosophical use to which similar heroic romance ma- 
terial is put in the two plays is the essential basis of their resemblance. In 
both plays the false zeal of the Christian conquerors, who hide their 
greed for gold behind a pretense of desire to win converts, is contrasted 
with the nobihty of the native Americans. The torture of an Indian 
prince is the symbol in each play for the hypocritical cupidity of the 
Christians, and a spirit of understandmg and charity is exemplified in 
Alzire by Alvarez and in The Indian Emperour by Cortez. In contrast 
to Alzire, in which the moral lesson is central, Dryden’s play, although 
shot through with up-to-date discussions of natural religion and the rela- 
tion of church and state, seems a hard and glittering operatic spectacle. 
The religious question is dropped when Cortez dismisses the High 
Priest, and only love and honor figure in the closing scenes. 

In Mahomet, first performed in 1741, the didactic element tends to run 
away with the play, although L.ord Chesterfield, when he was in Lille, ®'' 
found that the spectators apparently did not realize that Mahomet rep- 
resented religious chicanery and that Voltaire was making an attack on 
the church. Voltaire painted in an exotic background, always with an 
eye on Pans, and it has been said that he borrowed from Lillo’s The 
London Merchant the central dramatic situation, the idea of havmg a 
youth murder his own benefactor. When the play was attacked in 
Paris, Voltaire wrote the following in its defense. 

C’est pr&asAnent centre les RavaiUac et les Jacques Q^ent, que la piice 
est compost; ce qui a fait dire sk un homme de beaucoup d’esprit que si 
Mahomet avait ^te A:rit du temps de Henri III et de Henri IV, cet ouvrage 

** Mereure 4 e France, July, 1743, pp 1383-84. 

Yart, Id^e de la poiste angUuse, III, xxu. 

Desnoiresterres, VolUure et la toaite au XVltt* tiicle, II, 338. 

** See note by editon of the Kehl edition tn (Euvret, IV, 96. 
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leur aurait sauv^ la vie. £st-il possible qu’on ait pu faire un tel reproehe ii 
I’auteur de la Hennade, lui qui a flev^ sa voix si souvent dans ce poeme 
et ailleurs, je ne dis pas seulement contre de tels attentats, mais contre toutes 
les maximes qui peuvent y conduire? 

J’avoue que plus ]’ai lu les ouvrages de cet £crivam, plus je les ai trouv& 
caract^s^s par I’amour du bien public. II inspire partout I’horreur contre 
les emportements de la rebellion, de la persecution, et du fanatisme. Y a-t'il 
un bon citoyen qui n’adopte toutes les maximes de la Hennade? Ce poeme 
ne fait-il pas aimer la veritable vertu? Mahomet me parait ecrit entierement 
dans le meme esprit, et je suis persuade que ses plus grands ennemis en 
conviendront.*^ 

In L’Orphelm de la Chtne (1755) the allegory is still more apparent, 
the historical coloring more false, the gallantry more artificial. Even the 
Correspondance Uttdraire, which seems to try to speak well of the play, 
called It “un recucil de beaux vers cn cinq cahicrs.” Voltaire’s Tartar, 
says Grimm, “raisonne sur la religion et sur les arts, comme s'il avait 
pass^ sa VIC a mcditcr et a reAechit'' The play is again a triumph of 
“grandeur d’ame.” Genghis-Khan is portrayed as so struck with admira- 
tion by the refinement of Chinese manners and by the nobility of Zamti, 
the mandarin, and of Idam^ his wife, that he abandons his program of 
subjugation and instead would preserve their country. Expressing his 
admiration for Chinese civilization, Genghis-Khan declares: 

Mon ccEur est en secret jaloux de leurs vertus; 

Et, vainqueur, je voudrais egaler les vaincus.*” 

His change of heart comes when he finds that Zamti and Idamc prefer 
to die rather than be separated or reveal the whereabouts of the prmce, 
whose safekeeping is in their hands. Genghis-Khan cries: 

En vain par mes exploits j’ai su me signaler; 

Vous m’avcz avili: jc veux vous egaler." 

His love for Idam^ becomes a benevolent interest in her happiness, and 
he offers to share the government and protect the state. When Idam^ 
overcome with his generosity, asks what has inspired him to this aaion, 
he rephes: “Vos vertus.” 

In commentmg upon the play, Voltaire declares that its purpose is the 

the "Avis de rEditeur," prefixed to Mahomet, which Voltaire himself wrote, 
CEuvret, IV, 99. 

Corretpondance httiratre phdosopfuaue et ennque. III, 84. 

Ibid., p 85. Act IV, scene a; (Euvret, V, 336. 

" Att V, scene 6 ; ibid., V, 355. •* Act V, scene 6; ibid,, V, 356. 
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same as that of the Henriade. A tragedy is only a frivolous amusement, 
he says, if it does not inspire virtue. He concludes: 

J’ose dire que depuis la Henriade jusqu’i Zmre, et jusqu’i cette pi^e 
chinoise, bonne ou mauvaise, tel a ^ tou)our5 le principe qui m’a inspir£; 
et que, dans Thistoire du si^e de Louis XIV, )’ai cd^br^ mon roi et ma 
patrie, sans flatter ni I’un ni I’autre.** 

After his first period of enthusiasm for the new play had passed, Voltaire 
remarked that “Gengis; c’est Arleqtdn poll par P amour'’ 

After Voltaire had retired withm the comparative safety of the Swiss 
frontier to devote his energies to a furious campaign agamst intolerance, 
he did not abandon the drama, but his theater tends to fall apart into its 
various elements, each of which dommates in turn. Thus Tancride, in 
lyflo, is pure heroic romance on a theme of love and honor. Olympic is 
opera spectacle almost exclusively, and plays such as Les Scythes, Les 
Guibres, and Les Lots de Minos, all three written during the last decade 
of his life, caricature his tendency toward allegory. 

In Tancride, as in Zaire, Voltaire was successful in creating an atmos- 
phere of valor and chivalry. There is no didactic element, unless the por- 
trait of knightly generosity may be considered a pattern held up for imi- 
tation and admiration. The fundamental romance situation is very 
similar to that m Dryden’s The Conquest of Granada: a hero fights for 
the honor of his lady, though he believes he has proof of her unfaithful- 
ness. There is the same atmosphere of combat and changing fortunes and 
the same Christian-Mohammedan background of the Crusades. In each 
there is the prospect of the scaffold for the heroine; each hero in deciding 
to champion the cause of his lady in single combat, has a a similar 
thought. Tancr^e says: 

f’ai dfl sauver ses jours, et non lui pardonner. 

Qu’cUe vivc, il su£St, et que Tancride expire.*’ 

Almanzor says only : 

rie leave her, when she’s freed; and let it be 

Her punishment, she could be fake to me.** 

** In the dedication addressed to the Due de Richelieu, tbtd., V, 399. 

■* In a letter to D’Argental in 1735, tbid., XXXVQI, 356. 

** Act IV, scene 3 ; lAd., V, 343. 

** Tie Conquest of Granada, Second Part, Act V, Nonesuch ed., m, 148. 
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It is a basic romance situation, common in heroic romance fiction,** bitt 
Voltaire may well have read Dryden’s most celebrated heroic play and 
drawn some ideas from it. Tancride was, perhaps, the outstanding dra- 
matic success of the entire century. It was a favorite of Musset, Goethe 
translated it, and, like Zture, it is still played. 

Voltaire claimed a moral purpose for Olympic, declaring in a letter to 
D’Argental that the play was an emblem “plus mystdrieux que vous ne 
pensez." Its meaning, he said, was that “la confession, la communion, 
la profession de foi, etc., etc., sont visiblement prises des anciens." But he 
resorted to extended footnotes to pomt his moral, and he told D’Alembert 
that he chose the subject for the sake of the notes.^' There is a high priest 
in the play who is unique among high priests of Voltaure and Dryden in 
that he has no political ambitions. Voltaue emphasizes the good example 
of this priest with the following note: 

Get exemple d’un pr£tre qui se renferme dans les homes de son minist^ 
de paix nous a paru d’une tres-grande utilit6, et il scrait il souhaiter qu’on 
ne les reprdscnt&t jamais autrement sur un thditre public qui doit 6tre I’Auile 
des mcEurs.*^ 

Voltaire made no effort to conceal that Les Scythes (1767) was an at- 
tack on the intolerance of the Swiss Calvmists. Of one scene he wrote to 
D’Argenul that he had made “un jpetit portrait de Gen^e pour 
m’amuser," and in his preface he confesses that his play is “le tableau 
contraste des anciens Scythes et des anciens Persans, qui peut-£tre est la 
peinture de quelques nations modernes.’’ ** Not satisfied that the fable 
was transparent enough, Voltaire wrote an allegorical dedication in 
w'hich he pictured the author as a philosopher-farmer who cultivated his 
garden and who “avait le coeur bon, quoiqu’il se permit de rire quel- 
quefois aux depens des m^chants et des orgueiileux.” 

The allegorical element of Les Guibres is no less evident and no less 
openly avowed. In correspondance with D’Argental concerning the 
possible production of the play Voltaire wrote that he trembled “pour 
les allusions, pour les belles allegories que font toujours messieurs du 

For a ducuHion of the source of Dryden’s play see Hill, La Cdfrenid^t Sonusues 
and the Restoration Drama, p. 73. 

** (Euvres, XUI, 53-54. 

»«/*«/., VI, layo, 
p. 267. 


•• Ibid., pp. 50-51. 
^Ibtd., 3270. 

\M., pp. 364-65. 
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parterre; qu’il ae trouvera quelque plaisant qui prendra ies pr£tres paietts 
pour des j&uites ou pour des inquisiteurs d’Espagne.” The setting 
of Les Guibres is Syria at the time of the Roman conquest under the 
emperor Gallien, who arrives on the scene in time to save an innocent 
Syrian maid from being burned alive as a heretic by the priests. The 
emperor takes occasion to approve publicly the action of the philosopher- 
farmer who had come directly to him for relief from the fanaticism of 
the priests. Of the priests the emperor says: 

Les pers&utions 

Ont mal servi ma gloire, et font trop dc rebcUes. 

Quand Ic prince est client, les sujets sont fideles. 

On m’a tromp^ long-temps; je ne veux d&ormais 
Dans les prdtres des dieux que des hommes de paix.'‘ 

The play has the air of a personal document in which Voltaire seems 
to symbolize his own role in France and the emperor’s commendation 
of the good farmer sounds like wishful thinking: 

Et toi, qui fus Icur p^re, et dont le noble coeur 
Dans une humble fortune avait tant de grandeur, 

J’a|oute i u campagnc un fertile heritage; 

Tu mantes des biens, tu sais en faire usage. 

Les Guibres d^sormais pourront en liberty 
Suivre un cultc secret longtcmps pcrs£cut£. 

Si ce culte est le tien, sans doute il ne peut nuire 
Je dois le tol^'cr plutdt que le d^truire. 

Qu’ils jouissent en paix de leurs droits, de leurs biens; 

Qu'ils adoient leur dieu, mais sans blcsser les miens: 

Que chacun dans sa loi cherche en paix la lumiire; 

Mais la loi de I’Etat est toujours la premiere. 

Je pense en citoycn, )’agi$ en empercur: 

Je hais le fanatique et le persfeuteur.^* 

When the play was banned on the ground that its implications were 
dangerous, Voltaire wrote a preface in which he admits that he has 
composed an allegory, but argues that it is as a patriot concerned for his 
country that he advocates tolerance. He closes his preface as follows: 

L’empereur, dans la trag^die des Guibres, n’entend point et ne peut en- 
tendre, par le mot de tcUrance, la licence des opinions contraires aux moeurs, 
les assembles de d^bauche, les confr6rics fanatiques; il entend cette in- 

tUd., XLVI, 93. r* Aa V, scene 6; ibtd., VI, 566. 

**IW., pp. 566-67. 
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dulgence qu’on doit ll tous les citoyens qui suivent en paix ce que kur oon- 
science leur dicte, et qui adorent la Divinit^ sans troubler la socHtiL II ne 
veut pas qu’on punisse ceux qui $e trompent conune on punirait des parri* 
cides. . . . Plus on cst absurde, plus on est intol^-ant et cruel; I’absurdit^ 
a £lev£ plus d’£chafauds qu’il n’y a eu de cruninels. C’est I’absurdit^ qui 
hvra aux flammes la mar«;hale d’Ancre et le cur£ Urbain Grandier; c’est 
I’absurdit^, sans doute, qui fut I’ortginc de la Saint-Barthflemy. Quand la 
raison est pervertie, rhomme devient un animal f^roce; les b(£u£s et les 
singes se changent cn tigres. Voulez-vous changer enfin ces b£tes en honunes? 
Commencez par souffrir qu’on leur pr^he la raison.^^ 

In his tragedies, as in the Henriade, Voltaire thus sought to fulfill the 
neoclassic conception of the epic poet as a kind of official philosopher 
and preceptor to the state. In his theater he began to use themes from 
Greek drama and mythology to illustrate the maxim that a god of 
vengeance intervenes in the affairs of men to punish secret crimes. On 
visiting England, he found formal Augustan tragedy dominated by the 
didactic ideal of the Le Bossu school, and he wrote two Roman 
tragedies in the declamatory manner of Addison’s Cato, Restoration 
tragedy provided Voltaire with a more useful model, for he seems to 
have had Dryden in mind when he initiated, with Zaire and Alzire, a 
new type of tragedy based, like Dryden’s plays, on heroic romance 
material. What impressed Voltaire most in the works of English poets 
was their success in expressing philosophical ideas, and he seems to 
have gone to Dryden because he delighted in the skeptical arguments in 
Dryden’s plays and saw that Dryden’s heroic formula was well adapted 
to his own didactic purpose. In The Indian Emperour, which Voltaire 
knew well, Dryden had used popular romance material to contrast two 
civilizations and to illustrate that the false zeal of Christian bigots may 
be more barbarous than a pagan creed of honor and vengeance. In Zmre, 
Alzire, and other plays Voltaire made similar use of siimlar material. 
In the final period of his hfe, when, as the Patriarch of Ferney, he 
deluged Europe with propaganda against intolerance, his plays become 
more and more obviously parables against fanaticism and religious 
bigotry. 

“Discoun hutonque et antique,’’ prefixed to the play, ibid,, VI, 503-3. 

In the Slick de Lams XIV {tEuvres, XIV, 560), Voltaire writes. 

“Nulle nation n’a traili la morale 
en ven avec plus d’^nergie et de 
profondeur que la nation anglaue; 
c’est li, 3 me lemble, le plus 
grand mtote de set poelet.” 



CHAPTER VH VOLTAIRE’S CHOICE 
OF SUBJECT MATTER 

AND English critics maintained that the tragedies of Racine, 
with the exception of AthaHe, had robbed the French theater of its 
majesty by their emphasis on love, and Voltaire’s early objective was 
tragedy without love. In accordance with the advice of Rapin and 
Dacier, he first sought to elevate the theater by going for his subjects to 
Greek mythology. Early in his career he also stated his preference for 
Corneille and favored events from Roman history as subject matter. He 
not only went to Corneille and the Greeks but he took Rapin’s sugges- 
tion, which had been increasingly emphasized by critics of the first 
quarter of the eighteenth century, and looked to England for inspira- 
tion. He often spoke of Shakespeare’s historical tragedies and said that 
he borrowed from the London theater the idea of using the names of 
his own countrymen in his plays. It is apparent, however, that a chasm 
separates Voltaire’s conception of historical tragedy from that of 
Shakespeare — while the parallel between the tragedies of Dryden, Addi- 
son, and Voltaire is often close. Despite Voltaire’s grandiose conception 
of historical tragedy there was gradually revealed an innate leaning 
toward the romanesque, and his best tragedies were more in the manner 
of Quinault than of Corneille, of Dryden than of Shakespeare. But 
Voltaire’s “Quinauderie,” a term which he himself used in referring to 
Zaire/ was an original produa. It was the tragedy of the successors of 
Racine, elevated and enlarged by philosophical and political implica- 
tions. 

The decadent state of French tragedy was a central theme of Voltaire’s 
dramatic criticism and of his correspondance. In the Discours sur la 
tragSdie preceding Brutus he wrote: “Nous avons en France des 
trag^ies estim^es, qui sont plut6t des conversations qu’elles ne sont la 
repr&entation d’un evenement.” ^ In 1741 he spoke of the “d&adence 

1 Voltaire wrote to the Marquis de Villette in 1767. "On a jaai Zaire avec une grande 
perfection. Pour moi, )e vous avoue que I'aime mieux une seine de C&ar ou de Ciciron 
que toute cette intrigue d'amour que je filais il y a trente-dnq ans Mais le parterre de 
hris et les loges sont plus galants que moi ils donnent la prdfdrence h ma Qmmuideru’’ 
(tSKMier, XLV, 397). 

* (Emares, 11 , 314. 
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du th^dtxe de Paris” and said that “Po^Ssie, d&lamation, tout y p&rit.” ' 
In 1760 he asserted that “I'op^’a-comique est devenu, ce me semble, le 
spectacle de la nation,"* and in 1767 he lamented, in a letter to 
D’Argental, that “le spectacle de Paris, le seul spectacle qui lui fasse 
honneur dans I’Europe, est tomb^ dans la plus honteuse d^dence, et 
je vous avoue que je ne crois pas qu’il se relive.” ” 

The preface to Martamne, in which Voltaire balances the practice of 
Racine against that of Corneille, is largely an argument for banning love 
as a subject of tragedy. Emile Faguet called the preface “le jugement 
le plus profond de Voltaire sur la tragcdie” and pointed out the epic 
quality of Voltaire’s conception of subject matter. 

II revenait, en somme, et avec beaucoup de raison i mon sens, aux thAiries 
de Corneille. La tragcdie doit £tre, avant tout, pensait-il, un poime historique, 
ou ni£me ^pique, mis sur la sc&ne, et le danger qui la menace le plus est 
qu’elle soit un roman, ou unc espicc de drame bougeois, avec des noms 
antiques. Racine est un grand homme, ce qui fait qu’on trouve tr^s bien 
tout ce qu’il a fait, et d’ailleurs on a parfaitement raison; mais I’esprit 
g^n^ral de son tb^tre n’en reste pas moins fort dangereux pour I’imitation. 
II a jet^ sur sa matiire la merveilleuse pourpre de son g6nie poAique; mais 
cette manure est plutdt celle du romancier, et Corneille apparemment a vu 
plus juste, quand il a dit que la tragcdie est une piice de thiitre dans laquelle 
interviennent les ^v^ements cdibres de I’histoire et les grand intirte de 
la sociA^ humaine.* 

Voltaire wrote the preface to Mariamne in 1735, the year before his de- 
parture for England. He argues that Racine reduced tragedy to little 
more than heightened comedy and that if the plot of Mtthrtdate, for ex- 
ample, is laid bare by removing the pompous names of the characters, it 
will be seen to be identical with that of UAvare. Voltaire comments: 

Les pieces tragiques sont fond^, ou sur les int^r£ts de toute une nation, 
ou sur les int^rdts particuliers de quelques princes. De ce premier genre sont 
riphtginte en Auliie, ou la Grice assemblie demande le sang de la iille 
d’ Agamemnon; les Horaces, oh trois combattants ont entre les mains le 
sort de Rome; fCEdtpe, oh le salut dcs Thibains depend de la dicouverte 
du meurtrier de Laius. Du second genre sont Bntanntcus, Phidre, Mtthri- 
date, etc. 

* In a letter to La None in 1741, (Euvres, XXXVI, 57. 

* In a letter to Chabanon in 1766, (Euvres, XliV, 406. 

* (Euvres, XLV, 205-6. 

* Faguet, “Volture — set id&i lur les genres ipique et dramatique,’* Eevue its emrs et 
eonfireneet, ad ser. (May 31, 1900), 486-87. 
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Dans CCS trois derm&rcs, tout I’int^et est renferme dans la famille du 
h6'os dc la pi^ce; tout roule sur dcs passions que des bourgeois resscntent 
comme Ics princes; ct I’lnirigue de ccs ouvrages est aussi propre 4 la commie 
qu’i la trag^ic/ 

In general, Voltaire, as both his airrespondence and formal critical 
writings prove, maintained his early preference for Corneille through- 
out most of his dramatic career. In 1735 he replied to Desfontaines, who 
had attacked La Mart de Char: 

La France n’est pas le seul pays oh Ton fasse des tragedies, et notre goht, 
ou plutdt notre habitude de ne mettre sur Ic theatre que de longues conversa- 
tions d’amour ne plait pas chez les autres nations. Notre thratre est vide 
d’action et de grands int^£ts, pour Tordinaire. Ce qui fait qu’il manque 
d’action, e’est que le thdiitre est offusqu6 par nos petits-maltres; et ce qui 
fait que les grands int^r^ts en sont bannis, e’est que notre nation ne les 
connalt point. La politique plaisait du temps de Corneille, parce qu’on ^tait 
tout rempli des guerres de la Fronde; mais aujourd’hui on ne va plus ii ses 
pikes.* 

In 1747 he sent SSmtranus to Frederick with the following comment: 

Sire, eh bieni vous aurez Sitniramis; elle n’est pas h I’eau rose* e’est ce qui 
fait que je ne la donne pas i notre peuple de sybarites, mais i un roi qui 
pense comme on pensait en France, du temps du grand Corneille et du 
grand Cond^, et qui veut qu’une tragklie soit tragique, et une com^die 
comique.' 

In 1761 he observed to the Abbe d’Olivet: 

Les Grangers se moquaient de nous; mais nous n’en savions rien. Nous 
pensions qu’une femme ne pouvait parattre sui la seine sans dire fatme en 
cent hi9ons, et en vers charges d’ipithites et de chevilles. On n’entendait 
que ma flamme, et man dme; mes feux, et mes veeux; man caeur, et man 
poinqueur. Je reviens i Corneille, qui s’est 6ievi au-dessus de ces petitesses 
dans ses belles seines des Horaces, de Ctnna, de Pompie, etc.^* 

That Voltaire turned to Greek and Roman subjects in order to avoid 
the love theme is confirmed by remarks with which he accompanied his 
productions. Of Mirope he wrote m 1738 that he had in mind a tragedy 
“qui ne soit point enjolivee d’une intrigue d’amour’’ and that he intended 
thereby to render “quelque service au theatre frangais, qui, en viriti, est 
trop galant.” In regard to Oreste he wrote, in 1750, 

» (Bums, n, 167. » IM., xxxni, 551-52. » IM.. XXXVI, 483. 

^^ 1 M„ XU, 41a. a letter to Frederick, ibid., XXXIV, 431. 
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Je demande api^ cela si la r^ublique des lettres n’a pas oUigation un 
auteur qui ressuscite I’antiquit^ dans toute sa noblesse, dans toute sa grand- 
eur, et dans toute sa force, et qui y joint les plus grands efforts de la nature, 
sans aucim mflange des peQtes faiblesses et dcs mis^ables intrigues amour- 
euses qui d&honorent le theitre parmi nous? 

In addition to the early plays based on Roman history, Brutus and La 
Mart de Cisar, which had been in the didactic tradition of the English 
Augustan theater, Voltaire composed Borne sauvie (1752) and Le 
Triumvirat (1764). In the preface to Rome sauvie he said that his pur- 
pose was to remove the opprobrium which gallantry had brought upon 
the French stage. 

On a voulu essayer encore une fois, par une tragcdie sans d&laration 
d’amour, de dctruire les reproches que toute I’Europe savante fait H la 
France, de ne souffrir guire au th^itre que les intrigues galantes; et on a eu 
surtout pour objet de faire connaitrc Cic^ron aux jeunes personnes qui 
fr^quentent les spectacles.^* 

Such a play would succeed in England, he says, mentioning Ben 
Jonson's Cattline, but he does not expect it to be acceptable in Paris, 
where “personne ne conspire aujourd’hui, et tout le monde aime.” ** 

In these later Roman tragedies Voltaire attempted to paint in the 
historical background accurately, but the constraint he felt to make them 
at the same time moral lessons limited his success. Since tragedy must 
teach by precept and example, it could not be too close to reality, for 
reality was not, in Voltaire’s eyes, moral. He frequently stated his belief 
that history demonstrated the triumph of the wicked and hence had to 
be altered by the artist. In portraying history too accurately, Voltaire be- 
lieved, the English showed their ignorance of the very fundamentals of 
art. Shakespeare’s kings talked like human beings, whereas in tragedy 
they should never depart from the elevation which should be character- 
istic of kings.^* The purpose of the stage was not to portray reality, but 
to show what men ought to be. Voltaire’s article “Fable” (1764) in the 
Durtionnatre phtlosophique is a clear statement of this point of view and 
is of great importance in understanding Voltaire’s attitude toward the 
proper subject matter for tragedy. It is the epic conception as it had been 
handed down by neoclassic critics: 

In the Durertavon swr les pnnapdet tragfdiet emetennes et modemet, (Ettvret, V, 189. 

Ibtd., p 205. 1* Ibid., p. 209 

See Voltaire'* criticism of Hamlet, for instance, in the “Appd & toute* le* nttions 
de I’Europe, tbtd., XXIV, 203. 
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Let belles £^ei de I’antiquit^ ont encore ce grand avantage sur lliistoire, 
qu’elles pr&entent une morale sensible: cc sont des lefons de vertu, et 
presque toute I’histoire est le succis des crimes. Jupiter, dans la fable, descend 
sur la terre pour punir Tantale et Lycaon; mais, dans I’histoire, nos Tantales 
et nos Lycaons sont les dieux de la terre. Baucis et Phil6non obtiennent que 
leur cabane soit changfe en un temple; nos Baucis et nos Phil6nons voient 
vendre par le collecteur des tallies leurs marmites, que les dieux changent 
en vases d’or dans Ovide. 

Je sais combien rhistoire peut nous instruire, je sais combien elle est 
n&essaire; mais en vdrit^ il faut lui aider beaucoup pour en tirer des rigles 
de conduite. Que ceux qui ne connaissent la politique que dans les hvres se 
souviennent toujours de ces vers de Corneille: 

Ces exemples r&rents suEiraient pour m’mstruire. 

Si par I’exemple seul on se devait conduire; . . . 

Quelquefois I’un se brise ob I’autre s’est sauv^, 

Et par ob I’un p^it, un autre est conserve. 

(Cinna, acte II, seine i.) 

Henri VIII, tyran de ses parlements, de ses ministres, de ses femmes, des 
consciences et des bourses, vit et meurt paisible: le bon, le brave Charles I*' 
pint sur un ichafaud. Notre admirable hiroine Marguerite d’Anjou donne 
en vain douze bataiUes en personne contre les Anglais, sujets de son mari: 
Guillaume III chasse Jacques II d’Angleterre sans donner bataille. Nous 
avons vu de nos jours la famille impiriale de Perse egorgie, et des itrangers 
sur son trdne. Pour qui ne regarde qu’aux ivinements, I’histoire semble 
accuser la Providence, et les belles fables morales la )ustiHent. II est clair 
qu’on trouve dans elles I’utile et I’agriable: ceux qui dans ce monde ne sont 
ni I’un ni I’autre crient contre elles. Laissons-les dire, et lisons Homere et 
Ovide, aussi bien que Tite-Live et Rapin-Thoiras. Le gobt donne des prifir- 
ences, le fanatisme donne les exclusions. 

Tous les arts sont amis, ainsi qu’ils sont divins: 

Qui veut les siparer est loin de les connattre. 

L’histoire nous apprend ce que sont les humains. 

La &ble ce qu’ils doivent itre.^* 

Voltaire’s conception of tragedy was that it should portray to the 
spectators “ce qu’ib doivent Stre.” In his prefatory comments to Rome 
sauv6e he reveab his didactic pomt of view, saying that his purpose in 
composing the play is less to show the ferocious soul of Catiline than 
to present his audience with a portrait of the noble character of Cicero.^^ 
The play b thus a demonstration of “grandeur d’lme,’’ and the emotion 
which Voltaire sought to inspire was principally admiration. In a 

M/AuT.. ysSi, 67 - 6 B. "IM., V. 305 A- 
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foreword to the play written for the Kehl edition of Voltaire’s collected 
works Condorcet well interprets Voltaire’s didactic point of view. 

Cette piice, ainsi que la Mart de Cisar, est d’un genre particulier, le plus 
dififoilc de tons peut-£tre, mais aussi le plus utile. Dans ces piices, ce n’est 
ni i un seul personnage, ni unc famille qu’on s’lnt&esse, c’est il un grand 
^foemcnt histonque. Elies ne produisent point ces foiotions vives que le 
spectacle des passions tendres peut seul exciter. . . Ce qui attache dans ces 
pieces, c’est le d^veloppement de grands caract^es places dans des situatioiis 
fortes, le plaisir d’entendre de grandes id£es exprun£es dans de beaux vers, 
et avec un style auquel I’dtat des personnages qui on les prfite permet de 
donner de la potnpe et de I’foergie sans s’^carter de la vraisemblance; c’est 
le plaisir d’etre t^oin, pour ainsi dire, d’une revolution qui fait ^poque 
dans I’histoire, d’en voir sous ses yeux mouvoir tous les ressorts. Elies ont 
surtout I'avantage precieux de donner k I’imc de I’eievation et de la force: 
en sortant de ces pieces on se trouve plus dispose il une action de courage, 
plus eioigne de ramper devant un homme accredite, ou de plier devant le 
pouvoir injuste et absolu. Elies sont plus difficiles ^ faire: il ne suffit pas 
d’avoir un grand talent pour la poesie dramatique, il faut y joindre une 
connaissance approfondie de I’histoire, une tete faite pour combiner des 
idees de politique, de morale, et de philosophie.^* 

Voltaire confesses with regard to Le Tnumvtral that he altered the 
characters to make them better moral examples. When Octavius 
pardons young Pompcy, even though Pompey has attempted to assassi- 
nate him, Voltaire observes: “Mais assurcment cette magnanimity 
n’^tait pas alors dans le caractere d’Octave: le poite lui fait id un 
honneur qu’il ne meritait pas.” On another occasion he remarks of 
another character: “On lui donne des remords dans cette pifoe; on lui 
attribue des sentiments magnanimes: je suis persuade qu’il n’en eut 
point; mais je suis persuade qu’il en faut au thyStre.” In the notes, 
which run to some 7,000 words, he contrasts the depraved conduct of 
the Roman consuls and emperors with the integrity of Cato and Cicero 
and with the high sense of honor which prevailed during the Age of 
Chivalry. In the preface to the play he fears that lack of love interest will 
doom any chance of success m Paris, where “une femme trahie intyresse 
plus que la chute d’un empire.” 

Voltaire’s great innovation in the field of historical tragedy was not in 
his Roman plays but in a series of tragedies in which he dared to intro- 

p. 203 . VI, 24I-421I. 

s>/W., p. 178. 
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duoe Freach heroes from the annals of chivalry. 2 ^ 0 ire (1732)1 AdihSde 
du Gueseiin (1734)) and Tancride (1760) were bold departures in this 
respect. In speaking of his use of French names Voltaire wrote in the 
dedication to Tancride: 

Je ne saurais trop recommander qu'on chcrche i mettre sur notre so^ne 
quelques parties de notre histoire de France. On m’a dit que les noms des 
andennes maisons qu’on retrouve dans Zaire, dans le Due de Fotx, dans 
Taneride, ont hut plaisir la nation. C’cst encore peut-£tre un nouvel 
aiguillon de gloire pour ceux qui descendent de ces races illustres. II me 
semble qu’af^s avoir fait paraitre tant de h^ros Grangers sure la seine, il 
nous manquait d’y montrer les ndtres. J’ai eu le bonheur de peindre le grand, 
I’aimable Henri IV, dans un poeme qui ne diplalt pas aux bons citoyens. 
Un temps viendra que quelque ginte plus beureux I’lntroduira sur la seine 
avec plus de majesti.** 

In a sketch of the origin of this new kind of tragedy the Journal des 
savants (August, 1781), recognizes the importance of Voltaire’s contri- 
bution and asserts that Shakespeare’s example inspired him.^^ Voltaire 
“fit entendre sur la seine fran;aise des noms fran^ais, comme Shako- 
speare avait mis sur la seine anglaise des personnages anglais.’’ The 
author of the artiele reeognizes, however, that in histoneal aceuraey 
Shakespeare far outdid Voltaire and eomments that “on ne peut prendre 
aueune eonfianee pour I'histoire aux tragedies fran^aises; faits et 
earaetires, tout est altirc, e’est-i-dire, orni,” whereas one ean trust one- 
self to Shakespeare “comme ^ un historien exact dans les sujets 
Strangers, comme i un historien partial et passioni dans les sujets 
nationaux.” Actually VoUaire’s new type of tragedy was “heroic" 
tragedy in the same sense that the term is applied to Dryden’s plays, for 
they were based, like Dryden’s, not on history, but on the heroic 
romances. Voltaire himself had no pretensions as to the historical value 
of his plays and said of Zcare: “Je n’ai pris dans I’histoire que I’ipoque 
de la guerre de saint Louis: tout le reste est entiirement d’invention.” 

The use of Frendi names was a courageous innovation. The only 
plays which were based on any modern or national sources during the 
classical period were Racine’s Bajazet (i&p) and the Comte d’Essex 
V, 497». 

**Gted in Brenner, VHutotre nationaie dtni la iragidie franfoue du dtx-huitiitue 
liMe, p. 197. 

•* IM. *» Ibid., p. 198. 

** 1732, in a letter to La Hoqiie, ibid., XXXI ll, 283. 
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(1678) of Thomas Corneille. Racine had been careful to excuse 
proximity in time by distance in space,^^ and the same claim could be 
made for the Comte d’Essex, as Voltaire himself pointed out.’^ Boursault 
discovered in 1678 that he had come too close to reality with his La 
Princesse de Clives, and he transformed it by substituting Roman for 
French names and giving it the new title Germanicus?^ Several other 
dramatists masked modern intrigues tmder classic disguise; Campistron, 
for example, converted the history of Don Carlos to Androtne in 1685.*° 
From 1700 to 1733 there had not been a successful tragedy which drew 
upon modern or national history.‘^ It is true that the tragi-comedies of 
the preclassic era of the French theater were not essentially dissimilar 
from Voltaire’s formula, for they were based on the romances and de- 
pended for interest chiefly upon incident rather than character develop- 
ment, but they were not set m a classical frame, as were Voltaire’s, and 
they were without any historical or moral pretensions. It has been 
generally conceded that Voltaire found his inspiration in the English 
theater, and he says so himself in the preface to Zeure. 

C’est au th^tre anglais que je dois la hardiesse que j’ai eue de mettre sur 
la seine les noms de nos rois et des ancieimes families du royaume. II me 
parait que cette nouveauti pourrait itre la source d’un genre de tragidie qui 
nous est inconnu jusqu’ici, et dont nous avons besoin. II se trouvera sans 
doute des ginies heureux qui perfectionneront cette idie, dont Zaire n’est 
qu’une faible ibauche.** 

Yet to think of the Henry plays of Shakespeare or of Richard II or 
Richard 111 as in any way parallel to Zaire is surely out of the question, 
and it is not surprising that Voltaire made no mention of Shakespeare in 
his preface to the play. Voltaire, significantly, did speak at length of 
Dryden in his preface, for Dryden had done in The Indian Emperour, 
The Conquest of Granada, Don Sebastian, and Secret Love what Vol- 
taire did in Zaire, Adelaide du Gueschn, and Tancride: he had utilized 
plots from the romances and had not hesitated to portray such modern 
European figures as Cortez, Pizzaro, the Duke of Arcos, Don Sebastian, 
and the kings of Aragon and Navarre. Moreover, he had anticipated Vol- 

n Brenner, L’Hutotre nahonaU dans la tragUte frattfoue du dix-huaAme aide, p. 209. 

^*In “Remarques sur le comte d'Essex,” (Euvres, XXXII, 328, cited m Brenner, 
VHistmre nattondle dans la tragidte franfosse du da-hmuime aide, p. aio. 

2* Brenner, VHtstotre uadotule dasu la tragidu franfoue du dtx-huOsime slide, p. an. 

*0 Ibid., p. 313. Ibid,, pp, 314, 318. ** (Euvres, n, 54a. 
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taire in using the exotic material for political and anticlerical propaganda. 

A feature of the evolution of Voltaire’s theater that is eq>ecially 
obvious in his heroic-romance tragedies is his constantly increasing use 
ei spectacle. He had very early lamented the lack of action in the 
French theater, and he remarked repeatedly upon the unfortunate 
tendency of French tragedy to become merely a long conversation 
divided into five acts. It is more and more obvious that what Voltaire 
meant by “action” was something very similar to operatic scenic effects. 
Ihus, once more are revealed the abyss which separates Voltaire from 
Shakespeare and the parallel between Voltaire and Dryden. 

That action and spectacle were nearly synonymous in Voltaire’s mind 
is plainly indicated m his attitude toward the banning of spectators from 
the stage in 1759.*” With regard to the custom of seating fops on the 
stage he wrote m 1735: “Notre th^tre est vide d’action et de grands 
int^ts, pour I’ordinaire. Ce qui fait qu’il manque d’action, e’est que le 
th^tre est offusqu^ par nos petits-maitres.” He made similar remarks 
on the occasion of the presentation of Simtramts?^ When in 1759, with 
the stage cleared, Voltaire had his opportunity for more “action,” he 
soon demonstrated that he meant litde more than picturesque tableaux. 
In that year he wrote to Diderot concernmg plans for Tancride: 

Mon DieuI que je fus bien aise quand j’appris que le th6ltre £tait purg6 dc 
blanc-poudr&, coiff^s au rhinocfros et I I'mseau roy^l Je riais aux anges 
en tapissant la seine dc boucliers et dc gonfanons. Je ne sais quoi dc naif 
et de vrai dans cette chevderie me plaisait beaucoup.** 

Voltaire’s static conception of “action” is revealed again in his letter to 
DamilaviUe concerning Olympic. 

Je prie mon cher frire de dire au hire Platon [here Diderot] que ce qu’il 
appellc pantomime je I’ai toujours appcM action. Je n’aime point le terme 
de pantomime pour la tragddie. J’ai toujours songi, autant que je I’ai pu, i 
rendie les seines tragiques pittoresques. EUes le sont dans Mahomet, dans 
Mirope, dans I’Orphehn de la Chine, surtout dans Tancride. Mais ici toute 

. . . Je voudrais qu on perfectionn 4 t ce genre, qui est le seul tragiquei car les 

“In 1759 the Comte de Uuraguau gave the necessary sum of money to clear the 
stage of speetaton. Voltaire dedicated L'Bcotmse to him 
“In a letter to the Abbd Desfontaines m 1735, CEuvns, XVYm, 551-53. 

“In the “Ditteitation sur la tragjdie anctenne et moderne,” m CEuvres, TV, 499. 
“tBssirer, XL, 125 . 
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conversations sont & U glace, et les conversations amoureuses sont k Teau 
rose.” 

Voltaire’s heroic-romance plays were generally preferred by die 
Parisian public to his more elevated tragedies on Greek and Roman 
subjects. Zaire, Alztre, and Tancride were, with Mirope. his most 
popular plays. This lack of appreciation of the tragedies from which he 
had been at pains to eliminate love was a matter for regret according to 
Voltaire’s correspondence. In 1752 he wrote of Rome sauvSe: 

On se lassera bien vite d’une diable de tragAiie sans amour, d’un consul 
en on, de conjures en us, d’un su]et dans lequel le tendre Crdiillon m’avait 
enlev^ la fleur de la nouveaut^. On peut applaudir, pendant quelques repre- 
sentations, ^ quelques ressources de Tart, ^ la peine que j’ai euc de subjuguer 
un terrain ingrat; mats, i la hn, il nc restcra que Taridite du sol. Comptez 
qu’i Pans, point d’amour, point de premieres loges, et fort peu de parterre.** 

Twelve years later he remarked of Le Triumvtrat: 

La politique est une fort bonne chose, mais elle ne reussit gu^re dans les 
tragedies: e’est, je crois, une des raisons pour lesquelles on ne joue plus la 
plupart des pieces de ce grand Corneille. II faut parlcr au cceur plus qu’i 
Tesprit. Tacite est for bon au coin du feu, mais ne scrait guere & sa place 
sur la sc&nc.** 

Numerous comments m his correspondence indicate that Voltaire was 
regretfully departing from his elevated ideal of tragedy without love. 
He wrote to D'Argenson concerning Zaire in 1739: 

II est vrai que, puisque ce spectacle est repr&ent£ et vu par des hommes et 
par des femmes, il faut absolinnent de Tamour. On peut s’en sauver triste- 
ment une ou deux fois, nuus 

“Naturam expellas furca, tamen ipsa redilnt” 

(Hot., lib. I, ep. x, ». 24) 

Que diront de jeunes actrices? qu’entendront de jeunes femmes, s’il n’est 

*r 1762, (Euvret, XOI, 83 Voltaire was sensitive id the charge that he was loading the 
stage with useless spectacle. His defense in the “Dissenation sut la tragfdw anaenne et 
modeme" was that when he spoke of action, he was speaking “d'un appareil, d’une 
o8r8monie, d'line assembl^e, d’un dvdnement n£cessaire h la pihce, et non pas de ces vains 
spectacles plus pu^rils que pompeux, de ces ressources du d^oorateur qui suppident h la 
sldiihtd du poete, et qui amusent les yeux quand on ne uit parler h I'oreille et h rime” 
((Eufftt, IV, 500). His claim was that he appealed to the eye, the ear, and the mind at 
the tame time. 

*■ In a letter to Cidenlle, (Suvres, ZXZVn, 382-83. 

** In a letter to the Marquu de Chauvelin, (Euvret, XTJII, 341. 
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pu qoeidon d’amour? On joue souvent Zmre, parce qu’elle est tendre; on 
ne joue point Brutus, parce que cette piice n’est que forte.^ 

Regarding Ztdime, he wrote to Frederick in 1740 that he had not spoken 
of it because “je suis honteux de ma molesse.”^^ He referred to 
Tancride repeatedly as the “roman de Tancr^de,” and when he re- 
vised Adelaide du Guesclin as Le Due de Fotx, he commented apolo- 
getically to D’Argental: “Mon chcr angc, puisqu’il faut toujours de 
I'amour, je leur en ai donne une bonne dose avec ma barbe grise. J’en 
suis honteux; mais j’avais ce reste de confitures, et je I’ai abandonne aux 
enfants de Pans.” ** 

Even so, the comparative ease with which Voltaire turned out these 
romance tragedies probably indicates that they were not only more 
suited to the taste of his audience but to his own taste as well. To one 
correspondent he commented in 1732 in reference to Zaire that “le sujet 
m’entratnait, et la piice se faisait toute seule.*^ He remarked in another 
letter that ‘le plan d’Ertphyle m’avait beaucoup coilte, cclui de Zasre fut 
fait en un seul jour; et I’lmagination, echauffee par Tint^rct qui regnalt 
dans cc plan, acheva la piice en vingt-deux jours.’ ” 

Another passage in the same letter is particularly revealing. “Zaire est 
la premiere pi^e de th^Stre dans laquelle j’aie ose m’abandonner toute 
la sensibiht^ de mon cceur; e’est la seule tragedie tendre que j’aie faite.” 

He wrote in the same vein in the preface to Rome sauvSe that “une seule 
sc^ne entre Cesar et Catilina etait plus difficile ^ faire que la plupart des 
pi^es oil I’amour domine.” 

It has frequently been pointed out that Voltaire grew less “Homeric” 
with the passing years. In his early hterary criticism, when he was most 
under the influence of the Rapm school of thought, there was a 
tendency to prefer Homer to Virgil, Tasso to Ariosto, and Corneille to 
Racine. This preference was gradually reversed. Homer was more and 
more impugned for his crudity, Ariosto was gradually raised above 
Tasso, and Voltaire’s preference for Corneille rather than Racine was 
less frequently expressed and in regard to style he flatly reversed his 

«* (Eurres, XXXV, 383. " Ihd., 442. 

** See a letter to D'Argental in 1760, (Euvres, XU, 98. 

43 (Bums, XXXVII, 475. 

** To Formont, (Euvres, XXXin, 273. 

4S To La Roque in 1732, (Euvres, XXXIQ, 283. 

*• Ibid., p. 282. (Euvres, V, 209. 
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position and upheld Racine’s style as equivalent to perfection.** Rigaidt 
says: 

Dans sa jeunesse, il admirait Homire ct I’appelait "un peintre sublime”; il 
plaignait les esprits philosophiqucs qui ne pcuvcnt pardonner ses &utes en 
faveur dc ses beaut&. . . . Mats, en vieilhssant, Voltaire devient moins 
hom^-ique. Il trouve que si La Motte a mal traduit Flliade, il I’a tris-bien 
attaqufe. Les h^ros d’Homire lui paraissent fastidieux, et ses dieux ridicules. 
Les grandes images de flltade, qui faisaient dire au sculpteur Bouchardon: 
“Lorsque j’ai lu Homire, ]’ai cru avoir vingt pieds de haut,” n’ont plus de 
prix i ses yeux. . . . Le seigneur Pococurante avouant ^ Candide qu’il a 
I'lltade dans sa bibliothique, par dgard pour I’antiquit^, comme on a de 
vieilles m^dailles, n’est pas loin d’expnmer la derniire opinion de Voltaire 
sur Hom£re. . . . Aujourd’hui nous admirons Hom^e d’avoir pemt en 
traits immortels Thomme et la nature, parce que nous n'avons pas besoin que 
rhomme nous ressemble pour aimer les images qu’cn trace la po&ie. Nous 
tenons Hector, Achille, Ulysse, malgr^ leur barbarie, pour des exemplaires 
aussi vrais que nous-m£mes des passions ^ternelles de I’humanitA Pour le 
xviii* Slide, rhomme et la nature, c’ctaient I’homme et la nature civilisis. 
Aux yeux de Voltaire, les hiros d’Homcre ne sont que des ibauches de 
rhomme veritable, qui est I’honnite homme du xviii* slide, poll, sans pri> 
jugis, et collaborateur de I’Encyclopidte.*^ 

Andr^ Morize, m his edition of Candide, traces Voltaire’s increasing 
regard for Ariosto in the successive editions of the Essai sur la podsie 
iptque (1726-56). Morize notes that in 1733 Voltaire wrote, “L’Europe 
ne mettra I’Arioste avec le Tasse que lorsqu’on placera I’Encide avec le 
Roman comiquc,” but that in 1736 the reference to Ariosto was altered 
to read, “L’Arioste a plus de ferulitc, plus de variitc, plus d’imagination 
que tous les autres ensemble; et si on lit Homere par une espece de 
devoir, on ht et on relit I’Arioste pour son plaisir.” ** This change in 
attitude is also evident in Voltaire’s correspondence. In 1769 he wrote 
to Mme du Deffand in praise of CUlte and the Astrie, for which he had 
had only scorn in earlier years,*^ and in the same letter he recommended 
that she read Ariosto. 

Soyez tris-s6re [advised Voltaire with regard to Ariosto] qu’d icrit beau- 
coup mieux que La Fontaine, ct qu’il est cent fois plus peintre qu’Homirc, 

*• See Voltaire’s letter prefixed to /nhie (1777), (Entires, VII, 326. 

**Rigault, "Hutoire de la querelle des anciens et modernes," in (Enures compiites, 
I, 504-3. 

^ Andid Morize, cntical edition of Candide, p. 18911. 

See the “Essai sur la poisie ipique,” (Enures, VUI, 36a. 
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pltii vari^ plus gai, {dus comique, {Jus int^ressant, plus savant dans la 
counaissance du cceur humain que tous les romanders ensemble, 11 com* 
tnencer i>ar Thistoire de Joseph et de la Putiphar, et ^ fimi par Patnila,** 

Doubtless one reason for Voltaire’s gravitating toward romance ma- 
terial was the fact that it was more easily adapted to his didactic purpose. 
In treating the legends of Greek mythology he was bound by themes 
familiar to every spectator. In his tragedies based on Roman history he 
was likewise obligated not to depart too far from the accepted idea of 
the characters and events portrayed. But in tales of chivalry Voltaire not 
only found a tone suited to his uste but also a medium easily turned to 
his purpose. Although he introduced names from French chivalric an- 
nals, no one thought of looking for historical accuracy, and Voltaire 
had all the freedom of parable. 

Voltaire’s conception of the heroic romances as essentially epic fables 
in prose is mdicated in precise terms in the twelfth conversation of the 
satirical L'A, B, C (176a). The title of this conversation is “Du code 
de la perfidie,’’ and B is maintaining that the Bible and history actu- 
ally set up a code for the practice of perfidy. Did not Moses lie to the 
Egyptians in order to steal provisions to be used against the Egyptians? 
Did not the annointed King Clovis bargain basely with cutthroats for 
the assassination of a rival and then pay the bargain price in worthless 
money? 

B declares: 

Presque routes nos histoires sont remplies de {larcilles perfidies commises par 
des prmces qui tous ont biti des ^glises et fond£ des monastue$.°* 

A answers: 

II m’imiiorte fort {>eu que Clovis et ses {lareils aient (xi oints; mais je vous 
avoue que je souhaiterais, {>our I’^ification du genre humain, qu’on jetit 
dans le feu route Thistoire civile et «:clesiastique. Je n’y Vois gu^e que les 
annales des crimes.** 

C then observes that the romance is superior for teaching morality and 
says that he considers Homer’s “romance,” the lUad, inferior in this 
respect to F6nelon’s T£Umaq$te. 

•• (Buvret, XLVI, 318. 
p. 376. 


*»;«rf., xxvn, 375®. 
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Otti, je coofois que le roman vaudralt mieux: on y est maftre du moins 
de feindre des exemples dc vertu; mais Hom&re n’a jamais imaging une 
seule action vertueuse et honn^te dans tout son roman monotone de tlUade, 
J’aimerais beaucoup mieux le roman de Tilimaque, s’ll n’&ait pas tout 
cn digressions et d^amations.** 

There is no indication that Voltanc here meant that the dramatic use 
of romance material would avoid the “digressions et declamations’* of 
Tilimaque, but the conversation indicates an amtude of mind which 
is important in understanding the use Voltaire made of romance ma- 
terial in his plays. 

An inevitable consequence of Voltaire’s underlying didacticism vras 
that he had to rely on melodramatic situations to hold the interest of 
spectators. Gros, in his study of Quinault, declares that Racine was actu- 
ally part" and traces the main line of descent to Voltaire from Thomas 
Corneille, through Quinault, Campistron, La Grange-Chancel and 
Cr^billon.®^ The “vim tragicam” for Voltaire was an added element 
by which an author sought to work on the emotions of the spectators 
in order that they might be pleased while they were instructed, an 
attitude identical with the sugared pill theory of Dacier. The characters 
became manikins maneuvered by the author and the dramatic effect a 
series of coups de thidtre, Voltaire was forced to rely on devices such as 
letters that fall into the wrong hands, mistaken identity, and a golden 

“ Ibtd., p. 377. 

Gras, PhUtppe Quinmdt, pp, 739-40. Gros writES- "On oublie un pen trop, quand 
on jtudie I'lnfluence de la tragic lynque sur la tragidie, que la plupart des d^utt que 
Ton relive chez les auteurs de la fin du XVII^ slide et chez ceux du XVIII* viennent — 
autant et plus que de I'opira — de la tragidie romanesque qui, elle-mime, se rattache 
i la tragi-comidie Nous I'avons dit ailleurs, la tragidie de Racine est, dans rhistoire du 
thidtre, une ‘heureuse exception.' Elle ne rompt pas la conunuiti de I'ivolution; elle se 
diveloppe i part. La chatne qui va de Quuiault, auteur tragique, et de Hi. Corneille i 
Campistron et i La Grange-Chancel, puis i Crebillon et i Voltaire, est ininterrompue. 
La tradition de la tragidie romanesque et de la tragi-comidie se continue, en dehors de 
Racme, grdee i Boyer, qui s’obstme i vivre, h Pradon, i I’abbi Abeille, i Ferrier, i I'abbi 
Genest et autres personnages, sans qu'il soit nicessaire de faire appel i I'opira pour 
expliquer cette persistance. II reste que I’opira, qui n’est pas lui-mime sans attaches avec 
la tragi-comidie et la tragidie romanesque, contnbua par son succis i reniorcer cette 
tradition, i la mamtemr et i la £aue triompher ” 

**In a letter to Saint-Lambert m 1773 {jCEuvres, XLVIII, 447). Voltaire made this 
revealing comment upon his hastily composed Les Lots de Mtnos. "Vous voos doutez biett 
dans quel esprit )'ai fait cette rapaodie; d ne but jamais perdre de vue le grand dlqet de 
lendre la supersnuon exicrable. J’aurais dft y mettre un peu plus de vim tragumm; mais 
un malade de quatre-vingts ans ne pent nen faire de ce qu'il voudrait en aueun genre." 
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oott ghren to Zaire by her mother. His tragedy became a tragedy of 
amatinn rather than of character: a son is induced to murder his own 
father, as in Mahomet, a father condemns his own son, as in Brutus, a 
son condemns his own father, as in La Mott de Cisar. The development 
does not depend upon character revelation, but rather upon simple in- 
trigue. Will Zaire marry the Sultan despite the opposition of her brother 
and father? Will Tancrlde save Am^nalde, though he thinks her un- 
faithful. Vokaire doubtless mistook the essence of tragedy, but his mis- 
take was the mistake of neoclassicism in general 

That his tragedies still have indubitable appeal is owing to the 
characteristic sensibility which animates them. His genuine humanitarian 
instinct always vibrated sympathetically with suffering mankind. There 
is an appeal to Zaire’s words: 

Mais, Fatime, k I’instant !es traits de ce que j’aime, 

Ces traits chers et charmants, que toujours ]c revoi, 

Se montrent dans mon ime entre le ciel et moi. 

Eh bieni race des rois, dont le ciel me fit naitre, 

Fire, mire, chritiens, vous mon Dieu, vous mon maltre, 

Vous qui de mon amant me privez aujourd’hui, 

Terminez done mes jours, qui ne sont plus pour lull ’* 

The accent of Alzire, when she bids Zamore escape, but says that she 
will remain true to her obligations as the wife of the detested Gusman, 
is touching and sincere: “Pars, emporte avee toi mon bonheur et ma 
vie." Brunetiire wrote concerning this quality of Voltairian drama: 

Je pourrais m'itendre longuement sur ce thime. Un caractire essentiel de 
la tragidie de Corneille et de Racine, e’est, i mon sens, le peu de prix ou 
d’importance que leurs hiros, le public du XVII* siicle, et le poete lui- 
mime y semblent attacher a la vie des autres. On y tue avec une faciliti 
prodicieuse; la legende ou I’histoire y justificnt les pires horreurs; et le 
bon vieux Corneille n’est pas plus imu de I’ipouvantable catastrophe de 
sa Rodogune que le tendre, I’iligant, le dilicat Racine de cellc de son 
Atkalte. Au contraire. Time cachie de la tragidie de Voltaire, le principe 
diifus de sa sensibiliti, la source de son pathitique, e’est I’lmportance qu’il 
donne, e’est le prix qu’il met i I’existence humame, si considerable i ses 
yeux que la passion en pent bien excuser quelquefois, mais que rien au 
monde, ni jamais, n’en saurait justifier la suppression violente: Voltaire a 
I’horreur du sang.*^ 

••Act IV, scene i; (Euvres, 11 , 595. ••Act IV, scene 4; (Buvret, III, 433. 

Brunetiire, in a review “I.e Thiitre de Voltaire, par M. Emile Oesdianel," ^vut 
des detu mondes. CLXXXIX (September i, 1886), ai8. 
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Althougli Voltaire thought it was the amatory element o£ his plays 
which charmed the spectators, his sensibility was pn^bly quite as ef- 
fective: Mirope, where Voltaire dq>arted from the formula of Sdruiramis 
and Oreste to devote most of the tragedy to the touching recognition of 
the lost prince by the queen, was as popular as Zm-e, Alzire, or Taacride. 

Having agreed, in fine, that tragedy should be a public lecture more 
instructive than history or plain philosophy, Voltaire sought, as Rapin 
and Dacier had recommended, to choose for subject matter great events 
and admirable heroes. He turned first to Greek examples, which offered 
legendary accounts of historical episodes with strong moral implicadons. 
His use of Roman history was didactic after the manner of Addison, and 
his critical comments reveal that he believed the arust should rewrite 
history so as to justify the ways of Providence and offer a portrait of 
what men should be rather than of what they are. This conception 
Voltaire developed clearly and fully in the article “Fable” in the Diction- 
noire phUosophique. As he gravitated toward the use of the heroic tales 
of chivalry the newer material proved not only more adaptable to his 
conception of tragedy as a kind of parable or apologue but also more 
suited to his taste and to that of his age. That he conceived the heroic 
romances to be likewise epic fables in prose is revealed by a satirical con- 
versation in L'A, B, C, in which he argues that Tilitnaque is superior 
to the lUad because its moral is better. Voltaire’s greatest triumphs were 
in this type of tragedy, which may be said to be “heroic” in the manner 
of the plays of Dryden. In introducing the names of actual chevaliers into 
his plays Voltaire did as Dryden had already done, and the affinity 
between the two is further emphasized by the similar political and 
philosophical impheations. 



CHAPTER vm VOLTAIRE’S EFFORT 
TO RAISE DRAMATIC STYLE 

X. HEROIC Style of Voltaire’s plays represents a conscious effort to 
fulfill the neoclassic conception of tragedy and to disprove the critical 
opinion prevalent in France and England that the French language 
was too feeble for heroic verse. Early in his career Voltaire held up the 
style of Corneille as an example of heroic sublimity, and he often spoke 
with enthusiasm of the metaphorical style of the last act of Rodogune. 
In defending his own attempts to elevate the style of tragedy he also 
referred frequently to the vigor and energy of English drama. He ex- 
pressed his admiration particularly for Dryden, and there is some evi- 
dence that he had Dryden ’s heightened style in mind in composing his 
own dramatic verse. 

Judging by critical writings in general, however, the movement in 
favor of a more bold and figurative style, strong in the last quarter of 
the seventeenth century, gradually lost momentum after 1700. Begin- 
ning with La Motte's proposal for tragedy m prose early in the new 
century, an idea which Voltaire attacked in the preface to (Edipe in 
1730 and frequently thereafter, there was a constantly increasing volume 
of sentiment in favor, not of raising, but of lowermg the style of tragedy. 
As the age advanced the campaign in favor of a more conversational 
tone seems to have centered m the Correspondance Utt 6 raire, in whose 
columns Grimm and Diderot mamtained with growing conviction that 
prose was the only medium for French tragedy. In 1770 Grimm declared 
flatly that “toutes nos plus belles pieces sont de la po6sie ^pique.” ^ 

This growing critical trend in favor of a more simple style was not 
without its effect upon Voltaire. He removed many elevated passages 
from his later plays, and in Tancride he abandoned heroic verse for 
alternating rhyme. He gradually shifted his allegiance from Corneille to 
Racine, and in the preface to his last tragedy, Irine, he recognized 
Racine’s style as the perfect model for prose as well as for verse.® But his 
dramatic style never lost a certain grandiose tone, and to the end he 
gagged at the thought of tragedy in prose. Faced with the actuality of 

* Corresponianee UtUnun, phdotophiqut et cntique, VIII, p. 460. 

* (Emvm, Vn, $26. 
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prose tragedy at the Com&lie-Fran;aise, he hurled remarks suds as 
“Voilk le coup de grSce donne aux beaux-arts.” ‘ 

The age was extremely conscious of style, and every new tragedy was 
a signal for debate. The Mercure de France, in 1731, the year after 
Voltaire’s Brutus was first played, is filled with comments upon ques* 
tions of dramatic style. In the March issue a contributor writes that 
the opemng scene of Brutus sounds like a passage from the Henriade, 
and the writer advises Voltaire not to attempt dramatic verse.* Voltaire 
has said that a tragedy in prose is not a tragedy. Verse is, perhaps, neces- 
sary to an epic poem, but the writer of the article does not think that 
it is necessary to tragedy. Attention is again drawn to the battle between 
prose and rhyme in the December issue of the Mercure de France for the 
same year,* the dispute being the subject of an allegorical poem of some 
length. Prose and rhyme are brought before the divinity of Mount 
Parnassus to argue the merits of prose tragedy. Rhyme is successful in 
its defense on the strength of examples cited from the tragedies of 
Corneille, Racine, and Voltaire. 

In an article written for the Acad^mie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles 
Lettres, in 1732, Louis Racine opposes too elevated a style. His position 
IS approximately that of Voltaire twenty-five years later. Louis Racine 
writes that “le veritable stile de la Tragcdie est peu connu. II ne doit pas 
estre pompeux comme le sale du Pocme heroi'que, il ne doit pas non 
plus estre simple comme le stile de la Comedie.” He explains: 

Nostre langue, dont la versification ne consiste pas dans la mesure des 
syllabes braves ou longues, n’a point de vers propres H chaque esp&e de 
Poeme, ce n’est que par un stile plus ou moms 61ev{, qu’on sc conforme au 
goilt du sujet qu’on traite; & la TragMie estant un poeme en dialogues, ne 
doit point estre ecrite en vers pompeux qui ne conviennent point i une 
conversation, ni en vers simples, parce que cette conversation est noble. 
C’est done ce milieu entre la pompe du vers hdrolque & la simplicity du 
vers comique, cette noblesse sans affectation, & ce naturel sans bassesse qu’il 
est diffiale d’observer tofijours.* 

In 1733, after the success of Zaire, the Abb6 Provost, in his literary 

*In a letter to D’Argental (1770), (Euvret, XLVII, 205. 

* Mercure de France, March, 1731, pp. 4^ Si. 

■ Ibid., December, 1731, pp. 2964 ft. 

* Racine, “R£8exions sur I’Andromaque d’Euripide et sur I’Andromaque de Radne,'* 
in Mimotres de liudrature. Urea des ripstres de I'deaddmie Royale des msefipshn/ et 
bellet lettres, X, 320-21. 
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journal Poor et eontre, observes that Voltaire “s’^ 1 ^ plus que Racine, 
mais il est moins tendre et gracieux. II a plus de graces et de tendresse 
que Corneille, mais avec moins d’^^vation. II me semble done qu’on 
peut marquer sa place entre ces deux grands hommes.” ^ Provost then 
adds in a footnote: “M. de Voltaire me permettra de remarquer encore, 
que ses pieces de th^tre sentent un peu trop le po^e ^pique. Elies 
souftent du talent principal de Tauteur.” ^ 

In 1735 the literary review Observations sur les Merits modemes finds 
it necessary to defend Voltaire against the charge of employing too epic 
a style. 

C’est en vain que I’envie, & Ic triste sentiment de leur impmssance, leur font 
donner aux beaux vers d’un Poete qu’on admire aujourd’hui sur la scene, le 
nom de vers ipiques. Quelle erreurl Les vers de Sophode & d’Euripide sont 
plus forts que ceux d’Homere h on trouve plus d’^nergie dans quelques 
scenes de I’Hippolyte de Seneque, que dans tout VEnetie. II n’y a done que 
I’ignorance qui ait dtabli, quant H I’degance & i Tharmonie, la distinction 
frivole des vers tragiques et des vers dpiques.* 

In the same year the Mercure de France, in speaking of Sabtnus, by 
Richer, warns that the tone of tragedy has been raised in recent years “au 
deld des bornes qu’il faut lui prescrire, si Ton ne veut confondre la 
Trag^die avec TEpopce.” 

In the prologue to his tragedy Teglts (1734), Pierre de Morand mocks 
the pompous style of tragedy, and m 1738 the Com^die-Itahenne pre- 
sented a humorous allegorical skit by Morand in which Melpomene, 
the tragic muse, complains that Calliope, the muse of epic poetry, has 
invaded the theater and that “la tragcdie enhn n’est qu’un monstre 
^pique,” 

On m^prise aujourd’hui I’Art qui fit autrefois 
La gloire de la France, & le plaisir des Rois. 

Depuis que, sous mon nom. Calliope trop vaine 
A, d’un stile ampoule, fait retentir la seine, 

Sans exiger cncor la pitii, la terreur, 

Oh je s^iis, tour4-tour, faire passer un coeur; 

Le Public, qu’a siduit son pompeux verbiage, 

Ne veut, de mots ronflans, qu’un bizarre assemblage, 

Que, d’Epithetes vains, de grands vers tout tissus, 

^ Pour et eontre, I, No. 5 (1733), iii. *IM., p. 113a. 

* Obseruationt sur Us bents modemes, I, 311. 

“ Mercure de France, February, 1735, pp. 344-45. 
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Et des traits rechcrch& ensemble mal cousus; 

Cette simplicity tableau de la Nature, 

Ces nobles sentimens ma plus idiere parure, 

Les Caracteres vrais jusqu’au bout sofitenus, 

La Conduite, les Moeurs, sont-ils encor connus? 

Racine est au]ourd'hui trai^ de Prosaique: 

La Trag^die enfin n’est plus qu’un monstre ^pique.'‘ 

In the preface to Teglis, a marquis inquires of an actor as to the nature 
of the tragedy about to be presented. He asks whether there are any 
"vers ronflants, epithdtiques, pompeux? de ces vers qui eblouissent, 
^tourdissent, ravissent.^” The actor replies that there is only one 
passage which he considers “trop ^pique.” Hopefully the marquis sug- 
gests: “C’est done un sujet tire de quelque Roman, puisqu'il y a de 
r^pique?” Disappointed again, he is off to inspect the audience with his 
lorgnette. 

In 1748 Marmontel is praised by Raynal in the Nouvelles littiraires 
as an apt pupil of Voltaire, and his first tragedy, Denys le T yran, is recom- 
mended, even though there are found in it a number of epic passages. 
This is recognized as a fault, but Raynal prefers good epic verse to flat 
verse. Why should one object to the artificiality of an epic style, he 
asks, when the monologues common in tragedy are not like actual con- 
versation and no kind of verse, elevated or not, resembles reality. “Com- 
bien de pi^es de Voltaire,” he exclaims, “ne se soutiennent qu’i I’aide 
de plusieurs traits epiques, qui repandent sur elles un colons plus fort, 
plus lumineux et plus ^clatantl” 

The increasing boldness with which Grimm and Diderot in the 
Correspondance littSraire favored prose tragedy and dared to criticize 
even the style of Racine seems to reflect the course of critical (pinion. In 
1754 Voltaire’s early play Mariamne, revived in that year, is praised for 
its simple style, which is contrasted with the epic style of current Parisian 
tragedy.^* A letter of 1755 objects to an elevated style on the ground that 
a person does not stop to make a speech in an emotional crisis, but ex- 
presses himself in action, by broken words or exclamations.^* Voltaire’s 
L’Orphelin de la Chine languishes “quoique les acteurs disent les plus 

11 Morand, Thiitre et (Euvret iteertet, n, 9. 

JHd., I, xxzii-miii. 

la CerretpondaBee Uttirrire, phdosophtque et endque, 1 , 134 S. 

« tbid. M tbu.. n, 397. « iwrf.. m, 83. 
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belle* chose* du monde.’* In Grimm seizes upon Colardeau’s 
Astarbi, based on an episode from TSUmaque, as an example of verse 
too elevated for the theater. 

Notre goht facile et corrompu passe aujourd’hui les plus grandes absurdity 
en faveur de ce qu’on appelle beaux vers. Pour mol, quand on me dit qu’il 
y a de beaux vers dans une piice, peu s’en but que je ne regarde ce propos 
cofflffle une critique. En efiet, que veulcnt dire les beaux vers dans un 
ouvrage drainatique? Ce sont des sentences, des maximes, des sentiments 
aussi pleins d’emphase que vides de naturel.'* 

If Horace banned these ornaments firom epic poetry, Grinun concludes, 
wdiat must one say of their use in tragedy ? 

An extended statement of the case against epic style comes in a letter 
of the Correspondance Uttiraire in 1764.^^ The occasion is an heroic 
poem by Dorat based on Lillo’s The London Merchant, Grimm agrees 
with Diderot that the French version fails to convey the sublimity of 
the English prose. This is the fault of the language, not of the poet, 
says Grimm, for “le vers fran^ais sera toujours un langagc trop appret^ 
trap arrondi pour convenir ii la poesie dramatique.” Grimm continues: 

C’est lui, n'en doutons point, qui a ^loign^ le th^dtre fran9ais de cette 
simplicity, de ce naturel, de cette ^nergie concise et sublime, qui font le 
prix du thyitre anaen et le charme des gens de goflt. 11 a entralne le poete 
dans ces fcarts ^piques, dans ces tirades si contraires i la biensfance 
thy^trale.*” 

Grimm returns to the attack in an article entitled, “Reflexions sur la 
trag^die,” in January, 1765.®^ Alexandrian verse, he reiterates, is too 
full and harmonious to be suitable for the stage. The first verse of a 
couplet is usually made for the second and even the finest passages of 
Racine, although they charm the ear, are not dramatic. 

Diderot’s comment upon De Belloy’s highly successful tragedy Le 
Siige de Calais, in the same year, is that the characters, “au lieu de dire 
ce qu’ils doivent dire, disent presque toujours ce que leurs discours et 
leurs actions devraient me faire penser et sentir, et ce sont deux choses 
bien differents.’’ They should have been made to talk like the simple 
bourgeois they were. 


w/W. 

V, 475 *. 

VI. 170 ff. 


m, 483. 
Wfiw., V. 477. 
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In 1767 Grinun charges in the Correspondance UtUrme that Voltaire’s 
epic conception of the stage is old feshioned, that his point of view “est 
de r^angile de I’autre sikle, et a passe de mode depuis que M. de Vol- 
taire n’est plus en France.” The letter is commenting on the Prosodic 
fraofoise of the Abbe d’Olivet, academician. Voltaire had apparently 
agreed with D’Ohvet’s suggestion that subjects for the stage could be 
found in Ovid. Grimm protests. 

J’ose soutenir encore que la poesie dramatique doit ^e essentiellement dif- 
ffrente de la podsie ^pique. Tout pocte qui veut tirer scs sujets, pour le th^tre 
lyrique, des Mitamorphoses d’Ovide, a dcj 4 un projet absurde; et s’il veut 
imiter jusqu’au style d'Ovide dans les pieces faites pour £tre repr&cnt&s, 
il pent se vanter de n’avoir pas les premieres notions du godt v^itable.^* 

The publication of Beaumarchais’s prose drama EugSnie offered an- 
other opportunity for a discussion of epic tragedy in the same year. In 
reviewing the play, Grimm repeats that in his opinion there is no form 
of French verse suitable for the stage. He comments that 

il est impossible qu’une langue qui n’observe point de prosodie dans ses vers, 
dont la prosodie est meme toujours sourde, et qui sc contente de compter 
les syllables de scs vers sans s’embarrasscr de leur mesurc, qu’il est im- 
possible, dis-je, qu’une telle langue ait jamais le vers dramatique*’’ 

In answer to those who would hold up ancient tragedy and Racine as 
examples of successful drama in verse, Grimm asserts that the ancients 
never used heroic verse in tragedy and that if a Greek dramatist had 
made the queen of Carthage speak on the stage as she spoke in the 
fourth act of the Aeneid, he would have been hissed.^’ 

Even after this preparation it is still starding to have Grimm assert 
in the Correspondance litUrcdre in 1770 that France has yet to create 
real tragedy and that it will be impossible to achieve except in prose: 

Je soutiens que routes nos plus belles pieces sont de la pofoie dpique, et ne 
sont pas de la poesie dramatique; que ces deux po&ies sont essentiellement 
difl&xntcs, et que, puisque les Franks n’ont pas, comme les Grecs, les 
Romains, et les Italicns modernes, un vers dramatique, il faut qu’ils &Tivcnt 
leurs tragedies en prose, ou qu’ils n’en aient jamais de vraies.** 

The letter containing the above was inspired by the publication of La 
Harpe’s MiUmie. The style of the play is so harmonious, Grimm says, 

VD, 312 . **Ibid. pp. 

p. 416. ”IM.. Vni, 460. 
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tiiat it is worthy to be placed inunediately after the tragedies of La 
Harpe’s master Voltaire, "qui est notre maltre i tous.” But MHanie only 
strengthens Grimm’s conviction that prose is the only proper medium 
for French tragedy. 

Otez i son ouvrage la forme dramatiquc, donnez-lui celle d’une h^rokle; 
conservez les dtscourt, ils seront superbes, et )e n’aurai plus d’objection 4 
faiie: car dans la po&ie ^pique, c’cst le droit du poete de sc montrer toujours 
H cot^ de scs h£ros, c’est lui qui park lors m£mc qu’il fait parler les autres; 
mais dans la po6sie dramatique, le sublime de son art, c’est de ne se jamais 
rappeler ^ I’idfe du specuteur.^* 

In 177a it is observed that the divine harmony of Racine’s verse recalls 
Virgil, but it is repeated that “cette pocsie ^tait toujours ^pique comme 
celle de Virgile, et jamais dramatique.” 

From this review of opinions voiced in the Mercure de France, the 
Pour et contre, the Observations sur les ients modemes, the Nouvelles 
litUraires, and the Correspondance httiraire, it is plain that the critical 
viewpoint of the period was moving in a direction opposite to that of 
Voltaire. Voltaire’s aim was to raise the style of tragedy from the simple 
purity of Racine to a more hold and majestic, a more “epic” plane. 
Fellow critics considered that even the style of Racme was too elevated 
and that real tragedy would be achieved in France only in prose, since 
no form of French verse had the directness they judged to be necessary 
for the stage. 

The history of Voltaire’s style is marked by a series of shifts back and 
forth from a declamatory heroic manner reminiscent of Corneille to a 
more simple and conversational style which Voltaire and his age con- 
sidered Racinian. The evidence indicates very clearly that he gradually 
modified his heroic ideal because of the increasing weight of critical 
opposition. 

His concern with the alleged feebleness of the French language is ex- 
pressed as early as 1727, in his essay on epic poetry, written and pubhshed 
in England to advance the sale of the English edition of the Hennade?^ 
His opinions reflect the views of Racine, Dacier, F^nelon, Dryden, and 
other French and English critics. Voltaire says that he has heard the 
French tongue arraigned in England for insufiiciency, as being neither 

** IM., p. 461. *• IM., X. 113. 

*0 Flarence O. White, Voluure's Essay on Epte Poetry, p. 7. 
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lofty nor strong enough to attain the sublimity of epic poetry.*^ He 
admits that the genius of the French language, its precision, its turn 
of phrase, which does not permit transposition, qualify it particularly 
well for conversation, whereas the English language, because its copious- 
ness has been improved m variety and energy, because of its capacity 
for inversions, is naturally suited to elevated verse. Voltaire writes: 

Our coy Language is not as copious as it should be. We have discarded a 
Multitude of old energeuc Expressions, the Loss of which has weakened 
the Stock of the French Tongue, as the compelling our Protestants away hath 
thinned the Nadon. The English have naturalized many of our andquated 
Words, as they have done our Countrymen, and so they have increased their 
Language, as well as their People at our Expence.’ ‘ 

But the French tongue has strength and majesty enough in Corneille’s 
tragedies, where it soars oftentimes beyond the true measure of the 
sublime.*^ The language does not lack force or grandeur, but freedom. 
Rigid rules for versification handicap the poet, and a narrow purity of 
taste robs the language of its natural abundance.*^ Lack of freedom of 
thought is also a serious disadvantage, for there is no sublimity of ex- 
pression without sublimity of thought.^*^ In England the force of the 
language is increased by the nature of the government, which allows 
the English to speak on questions of great concern to the nation. Religious 
tolerance has also strengthened the English language by endowing it 
with the metaphorical style of the Scriptures. If the French had the 
freedom of thought and expression which exists in England, the French 
language would not be lacking m the capacity for great and serious 
poetry. 

In his “Epttre h la Duchesse du Maine" in 1750, preBxed to Oreste, 
Voltaire declares that he was inspired to write his first tragedy when 
he heard a performance of Iphtgenia in Tauris at the court of Sceaux.*® 
A translation had been provided by the learned Malezieu, and the 
duchess herself played the leading role.®^ Voltaire writes that he was 
so impressed by the force and majesty of the French language in Mal^- 
zieu’s version that he was inspired to try his hand at composing an 
CEdipe?^ He says of Malezieu: 


Ibtd., p. 144. 
” Ibid., p. 149. 
”/W..V,8i. 
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II prenait qudqoefou . . . un Sophocle, ua Euripi 4 e; tnduisait tUT'le- 
champ en jhan^au une de leurs tragAiies. L’admiratioii, renthousiasme dont 
fl Aait saisi lui inspirait des expressions qui r^pondaient k la mile et bar- 
monieuse Aiergie des vers grecs, autant qu’il est possible d’en approcher 
dans la prose d’une laogue i peme tir& de la barbarie, et qui, polie par tant 
de grands auteurs, manque encore pourtant de prAiision, de force, et 
d’abondance.** 

Later in this prefatory letter Voltaire, with regard to his plans for his 
first play, says that he tried to “uniter cctte pompe et cette magnificence 
vraiment tragique des vers de Sophocle, cette ^^gancc, cette puretd, ce 
naturel, sans quoi un ouvragc (bien fait d’ailleurs) serait un mauvais 
ouvrage.” The tirades of Philoct^tc, which are the most pompous 
passages of CEdtpe, are comparatively restramcd in comparison with 
the bombastic tone which will characterize such later plays as Mahomet 
and Simiramts. Philoct^te, in spurnmg (Edipe’s suspicions that he 
covets the throne, replies: 

Le trine est un ob]ct qui n’a pu me tenter: 

Hercule k ce haut rang dldaignait de monter. 

Toujours libre avec lui, sans sujets et sans mattre, 

J’ai fait des souverains, et n’ai point voulu I’ltre." 

It was probably of such passages that Fontenelle was thmking when he 
told Voltaire that CEdtpe “^tait fort belle, mais quc la versification en 
^tait trop forte et trop pleine de feu.” 

Manamne offers an early example of Voltaire’s ability to vary his style. 
It u in a comparatively simple and fluid style which contrasts with that 
of CEdtpe. Raynal in the Nouvelles httiratres remarked of Manamne: 
“Ce ne sont pas de ces vers cpiques qui, souvent deplaccs, arrachent quel- 
quefois des applaudissements passagers.” Voltaire, in a letter written 
in 1725 to Thieriot regarding the vigorous style of the Hennade, says 
significantly that it is “un peu autrement travaille quc Mariamne" and 
then continues: “L’epiquc est mon fait, ou je suis bien tromp^, et il me 
semblc qu’on marche bien plus i son aise dans une carri^re oii on a pour 
rival un Chapelain, Lamotte, et Saint-Didier, que dans celle oh il faut 
ticher d’^galer Racine et Corneille.” ** 

79-80. *®Wirf.,p. 87. Act II, scene 4, (EMfw/, n, 78. 

** As reported in the "Nouvelles kttiraues," in Corretpondtmce Utthem, ph$hsoph$que 
et entique, 1 , 328. 
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In his Dieours sur la tragidte i Mylord BoUngbro\e, prefixed to 
Brutus, Voltaire again praises the energetic style of English tragedy and 
of Corneille. He qpeaks of Corneille as “le grand Corneille" and seems 
to be referring to Racine when he says, “Nous avons en France des 
trag^es estimies, qui son plutdt des conversations qu’elles ne sont la 
representation d’un evenemcnt.” Voltaire opens his dedication to 
Boliogbroke as follows: 

Soufirez done que je vous presente Brutus, quoique dcrit dans une autre 
langue, docte sermonts utrtusque bnguae, k vous qui me donneriez des 
le(ons de fran^aise aussi bien que d’anglais, k vous qui m’apprcndriez du 
moms k rendre ii ma langue cette force et cette dnergie qu’inspire la noble 
liberte de penser: car les sentiments vigoureux de Time passent toujours dans 
Ic langagc, ct qui pense fortement parle de m£me.** 

In a letter in 1731 to the NouveUtste du Pamasse with regard to his 
dedication to Brutus Voltaire later qualifies somewhat his placing of 
Corneille above Racine, and having said that both have their faults, he 
concludes: 

Le style fort et vigoreux, tel qu’il coovient ii la tragidie, est celui qui 
ne dit ni trop m trop peu, et qui fait toujours des tableaux ik I’esprit, sans 
s’«;arter un moment de la passion. 

Ainsi Cl^pitre, dans Rodogune, s’&rie (acte v, seine i): 

Trdne i t’abandonner je ne pms consenur; 

Par un coup de tonnerre d vaut mieux en sortir 

Tombe sur moi le ciel, pourvu que )e me venge! 

Voili du style tres-foit, et peut-etre trop.*^ 

In the first scene of Brutus a resounding passage in which Brutus, 
speaking before the Senate, scorns the demands of an emissary of the 
deposed Tarquin is typically declamatory. 

L’ennemi du sinal connahra qui nous sommes, 

£t I’esclave d'un roi va voir enfin des hommes. 

Que dans Rome i loisir il porte ses regards: 

II la versa dans vous: vous ites ses remparts. 

Qu’il rivire en ces lieux le dieu qui nous rassemble; 

Qu’il paraisse au sdnat, qu’il icoute, et qu’il tremble.** 

so ( Buvrtt , n, 314. 

311. 
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It was concerning dus fim scene that a commentator wrote in the Mer- 
cure de France: 

Les grands Vers de la premiere Scene m’ont presque fait croiie que je 
lisois un nouveau Chant de la Henriade. Est-ce li, me suis-je dit, le ton 
que prennent Corneille et Racine, et qu’ils doivent donner k tous ceux 
qui entrent dans une carriere qu’ils ont si dignement remplie? Je conviens 
que M. de V. quitte quelquefois le ton Epique, mais d’un excis il tombe dans 
un autre qui fait encore plus de tort, et Ton a de la peme k se figurer, 
qu’apr& s’^re flev^ si haut on puisse descendre si has, d’oit )e conclus que 
sa vocation n’est pas pour le Th^tre/* 

The style of La Mart de C 6 sar is raised to an equal pitch. In a letter to 
Asselin, in 1735, Voltaire says that the style of the play gives a true im- 
pression of the vigorous style of the English theater. It is, he comments, 
‘Touvrage le plus fortement versiiie que j’aie fait,””** and m another 
letter, also addressed to Asselin, he remarks that the play is “de tous mes 
ouvrages celui dont j’ai le plus travaille la versification.” He has imi- 
tated the style of Corneille particularly in the use of images. 

Je m’y suis propose pour modHe votre illustre compatriote, et j’ai fait ce 
que i’ai pu pour imiter de loin 

La mam qui crayonna 
L’ime du grand Pompfe et celle de Cinna. 

II est vrai que c’est un peu la grenouille qui s’enfle pour £tre aussi grosse que 
le boeuf; tnais cnfin je vous ofiFre ce que j’ai.'” 

Enphyle is m a similarly pompous style and, like Brutus, it was not 
well received. Voltaire furiously rewrote whole scenes between per- 
formances. When he remarked, in making revisions, “Je donne plus au 
tragique et moins k I’cpique,” ”” he was probably thinking of style as 
well as of subject matter, but commentators still found the style brilliant. 
Le Noupelhste du Pamasse speaks of “des Vers magnifiques & pompeux 
. . . des Sentences admirables,” ”” and the Mercure de France says of 
the play that “la diction en est mile.” ”” 

After the cold recepuon given Brutus in 1730 and Eriphyle in 1732, 

Mercure de Trattce, March, 1731, pp. 439-30. 

■o (Euvres, XXXm, 548. » thd., p. 495. 

^»lhd. 

**In a letter to Farmont (1733), (Euvret, XXXin, 374. 
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Voltaire abruptly returned to a simpler style. Referring to Zaire, his 
next play, he wrote to Cideville that he had loosened the strings of his 
lyre and that “pour le style, il ne faut pas s’attcndre il celui de la Henriade. 
Une loure nc se jouc point sur Ic ton dc la Descente de Mars." It was 
necessary, he explains, to “r^pandre de la mollesse de la facility dans une 
pi^ qui roule tout cnti^re sur le sentiment. Qu’tl mostrdt serait d^ 
testable dans Zmre; et Zaire, pous pleurez, serait impertinent dans 
Horace.’”^'' At about the same date the Abb^ Nadal is quoted in a 
literary journal as having remarked that in Zaire Voltaire “a pass6 du 
faste Epique, qui regne en presque routes ses pieces, dans un tissu de 
lignes prosmques, sans cadence & med rtmSes.” The Mercure de France 
remarked that “on a s^d bon gre i M. de Voltaire d’avoir bien voulu 
descendre de I’Epique au Dramatique.” 

Alzire, a few years later, is a mingling of Voltaire’s elevated and simple 
styles. A passage in which Zamore encourages his followers to attack 
the Spaniards recalls the grandiloquent tirades of Brutus. 

Amis, de qui I’audace, aux mortels peu commune, 

Renah dans les dangers et croh dans I’infortune; 

Illustres compagnons de mon funestc sort, 

N’obtiendrons-nous jamais la vengeance ou la mort? 

J’ai port^ mon courroux, ma home, et mes regrets, 

Dans les sables mouvants, dans le fond des for£ts. 

De la zone brfilante et du milieu du monde, 

L’astre du jour a vu ma course vagabonde 
Jusqu’aux lieux oh, cessant d’&lairer nos climats, 

II ram^e I’annfe, et revient sur ses pas.'° 

The following words of Alzire, however, have a fluency and directness 
more typical perhaps of the general tone of the play. 

Cher amant, si mes pleurs, mon trouble, mes remords, 

Peuvent percer ta tombe, et passer chez les morts; 

Si le pouvoir d’un Dieu fait survivre h sa cendre 
Cet esprit d’un hA-os, ce coeur fidele et tendre, 

Cette &me qui m’aima jusqu’au dernier soupir, 

Pardonne h cet hymen oh j’ai pu consentirl 

(Euvret, XXXin, 310, or Ihd, 
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MSrope, although it was not performed until 1743, was linidied, ac- 
cording to Voltaire in 1736.*^ It was therefore composed during the 
period of Zaov and Alzire. Its style is comparatively simple, a fact which 
is appreciated by the Mercure de France in its notice of the play. The 
Mereure reviewer comments that "on n’a trouv^ dans cette Pi&x ni de 
ces tirades, ni des ces morceaux d^ch^ qui sont en possession d’etre 
applaudis. Le style ne nous a pas pard pompeux; tout y est simple, tout 
y est natnrel.” •• 

Yet there is reason to believe that Voltaire, even while composing 
MAvpe, was planning to resume his elevated style. In a dedicatory letter 
to Madei, the Italian dramatist, whose Mirope had preceded his own, 
Voltaire notes the use which Maffei had made of a simile taken from 
Virgil, and he remarks ruefully: “Si je prenais une telle liberty on me 
renverrait au poeme ^pique: tant nous avons affaire i un maitre dur, qui 
est le public.” 

In 1739, before the publication of MSrope, Voltaire wrote a letter to 
a fellow dramatist. La Noue, praismg the latter’s tragedy Mahomet II 
and defending an elevated style for tragedy.®® If the dramatist is portray- 
ing a French courtier, the simple and elegant style of Racme is ap- 
propriate, but if he is portraying a barbarian, he should make him talk 
with the vigor and force which pnmiuvc men of action employ. It is in 
vain that French critics protest that a strong, vigorous style is epic, for 
did not Sophocles and Euripides imitate the style of Homer in their 
tragedies? The letter contains Voltaire’s clearest exposition of what he 
meant by “epic style,” and the grounds upon which he justiBed its 
use in tragedy. 

II ne hiut sans doute rien de trop hardi dans les vers d’une tragAlic; mais 
aussi les Fran;ais n’ont-ils pas souvent (xS un peu trop timides? . . . J’aime 
un langage hardi, m^taphonque, plein d’images, dans la bouche de Mahomet 
11 . Ces id6es superbes sont faites pour son caract^re: e’est ainsi qu’ii s’expri- 
mait iui-m£me. . . . On a beau dire que ces beaut^ de diction sont des 
beaut& 4 piques; ceux qui parlent ainsi ne savent pas que Sophocle et 
Euripidc ont imit^ le style d’Homire. Ces morceaux ^piques, cntremfil^ 
avec art parmi des beautfb plus simples, sont comme des e^irs qu’on voit 
quelquefois enflammer I’horizon, et se m£ler i la lumiire douce et £gale 

•» See Voltaire’s prefatory letter to Maffei, (Euvret, IV, 189. 

** Mtrture de Frenee, March, 1744, p. ;6l. 
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d'uoe belle seixie. Toutes les autxes nations aiment, ce me semble, ces figures 
frappantes. Giecs, Latins, Arabes, Italiens, Anglais, Espagnds, tous nous 
reprochent une po&ie un peu tn^ prosalque. Je ne demande pas qu*on outre 
la lutur^ je veux qu’on la fortifie, et qu’on I’embellisse. Qui aime mieux 
que moi les pieces de I’iHustie Racine? Qui les sait plus par coeur? Mais 
serais^e f&ch6 que Baiazet, par exemple, edit quelqudois un peu plus de 
sublime? '* 

That the letter to La Noue revealed Voltaire’s thinking is substantiated 
by the elevated tone of Mahomet, m 1742, and of Simiramts, in 1748. 
They represent the loftiest heights to which Voltaire’s efforts carried 
him. The tone of Mahomet is softened in the scenes which concern the 
fate of Zopire’s two children, where Voltaire used a more simple style 
suitable to their characters, but the bombastic tone of Simiramis is un* 
reheved. 

The most pompous passages of Mahomet are those in which a char* 
acter, conscious of his own superiority, vaunts his worth like an epic 
hero. Mahomet says to the shiek of Mecca: 

Charg^ du soin du monde, environn^ d’alarmcs, 

Je porte I’encensoir, et le sceptre, et les armes.*^ 

Zopire, the sheik, challenges Mahonut: 

La discorde civile est partout sur ta trace. 

Assemblage inoui de mensonge et d’audace, 

Tyran de ton pays, est-ce ainsi qu’en ce lieu 
Tu viens donner la paix, et m’annoncer un dicu? *' 

Mahomet replies: 

Si j’avais i r^pondre i d’autres qu’i Zopire, 

Je ne ferais parler que le dieu qui m’inspire; 

La glaive et I’Alcoran, dans mes sanglantes mains, 

Imposeraient silence au reste des humains; 

Ma voix ferait sur eux les effets du tonnerre, 

Et )e verrais leurs fronts atuch^s i la terre.'* 

The Correspondance littdrmre held up Mahomet as an example of the 
elevated style fatal to French drama and commented on the “fausset^ 
de I’instrument.” 


** Ibti., pp. 237-38. IKd., IV, 122, Act n, scene 4. 

•• Ihii., IV, 124, Act n, scene 5. •• IM. 
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In the “Dissertation sur la trag^die ancienne et modeme” prefixed to 
Simiramu Voluire urges the actors of the Comedie-Fran^aise to declaim 
their verses with the pomp proper to high tragedy. 

La plupart dc ces pikes ressemblent si fort k <ks comedies, que les acteurs 
6taient parvenus, depms quelque temps, i les rkiter du ton dont ils jouent 
les pikes qu’on appelle du haul comiquc; ils ont par li contribu^ i degrader 
encore la tragklie: la pompe ct la magnificence de la dklamation ont 
mises en Oubh. On s’est piqu£ de rkiter des vers comme de la prose; on 
n'a pas considke qu'un langage au-dessus du langage ordinaire doit 6tre 
d6bit6 d’un ton au-dessus du ton familier.^^ 

SSmiramis represents the culmination of Voltaire’s efforts to attain the 
grandiose. The usurper, Assur, makes his way through scene after scene, 
threatening the queen and her favorite general, vaunting his ambitions 
in pompous soliloquy. The queen maintains the heroic tone in her 
replies and in her meditations upon the fate of Babylon. Arzacc defies 
Assur in terms as toplofty as the usurper’s. 

When he is unable to win from the queen assurance that she will 
collaborate in his scheme to gain the throne, Assur rants: 

Chagrins toujours cuisantsi home tou]ours nouvclle! 

Quoil ma gloire, mon rang, mon destm depend d’ellel 
Quoil J’aurais fait mourir et Ninus et son his. 

Pour ramper le premier devant S^miramist 
Pour languir, dans I’klat d’une illustre disgrace, 

Pris du trdne du monde, a la seconde place I 

Arzace is without false modesty in talking to his companion in arms. 

Je ne sais en ces lieux quels seront mes destins. 

Aux plaines d’Arbazan quelques succes peut-etre, 

Quclques travaux heureux m’ont asscz fait connaitre; 

£t quand Skiiramis, aux rives de I’Oxus, 

Vint imposer des lois i cent peuples vaincus, 

Elies laissa tomber de son char de victoirc 

Sur mon front jeune encore un rayon de sa gloire.^* 

Even Azkna, the princess, talks in epic terms. 

Oh done est Ninias? quel secret? quel mystke 
Le dkobe h ma vue, et le cache il sa mke? 

(Euvret, IV, 498. Act 11 , scene 4; (Euvres, IV, 536. 

** Act I, scene 1; (Burnt, IV, 510. 
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Qu’il revienne en un mot; Im, ni S^niramis, 

Ni des mines sacr^ que I’cnfcr a vomis, 

Ni Ic renversement de toutc la nature, 

Ne pourront de mon Ime arracher un parjure.** 

The play was produced with lavish settings provided by Louis XV be* 
cause of the interest the dauphine had taken in the play before her 
death, and it met with a certain amount of favor from the public. But 
critics were generally unfavorable. Colle, in the Journal historique, com- 
mented: “Quant I moi, j’ai trouve la piece mauvaise; mais e'est du mau- 
vau de Voltaire" Raynal, in the Nouvelles httiraires, remarked: “Pas 
la moindre vraisemblence.” Even Frederick II seems to have inserted 
praise in his comments only to take the edge from his disapproval. He 
said in one letter that he found Simtramis “remplie de grandes beaut^s 
de detail et de superbes tirades,” ** but he confesses later that he would 
prefer “moins d’^levation et plus de naturel.” Frederick explains; 

Le sublime outr^ donne dans I’extravagance; Charles XII a ^t^ le seul 
homme de tout ce siecle qui eUt ce caractcre theatral; mats, pour le bonheur 
du genre humain, les Charles XII sont rares. II y a une Martamne de Tristen 
qui commence par ce vers; “Fantdme mjurieux qui trouble mon repos . . .” 

Ce n’est pas certainement comme nous parlous; apparemment que e’est 
le langage des habitants de la lune. Ce que je dis des vers doit s’entendre 
^galement de I’action. Pour qu’une trag^die me plaise, il faut que les per- 
sonnages ne montrent les passions que telles qu’elles sont dans les hommes 
vifs et dans les hommes vindicatifs. I! ne faut d^peindre les hommes ni 
comme de demons ni comme des anges, car ils ne sont ni Tun ni I’autre, 
mais puiser leurs traits dans la nature.** 

The resemblance between the epic manner of Dryden’s heroic plays 
and the dramatic style of Voltaire has not gone unnoticed. Villemain 
thought that Voltaire, in his efforts to raise the style of his tragedies had 
Dryden in mind: 

Nous croyons cependant que Voltaire, dans son th^ltre, a beaucoup profit^ 
de ce brillant poete. II y a des ressemblances assez marques entre la pompe 
de son Alztre et de sa Semtramts, et ces belles tirades rim&s de Dryden, 
surcharges d'lmages ^egantes mais un peu communes. Cette fausse mag- 
nificence, cette hardiesse, qui n’est que dans le langage, fut pour le poete 
fran^ais un module qui le trompe peut-^tre siir I’emploi que son art pouvait 

Act IV, scene i; tEuvres, IV, 547. Cdl^, Jourtial et mimoeret, I, a. 

** “Nouvelles littinuee," in Corretpondemce httiraire, phdotophtque et mttqae, I, ao6. 

** 1747, (Eurres, XXXVI, 492-93. *• 1749, (Euvret, XXXVII, 86-S7. 
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faire des richesKS, alors nouvelles, de la seine anglaise. Dans Z«fV, dans 
la Mart de C 6 s<tr, il cache parfois, en croyant le corfiger, le ginie de Shake- 
speare sous les ornements de Dryden.^ 

Likewise Demogeot, in his Histoire des litUratures Hranghres, declares 
that Voltaire used Dryden as a model. Speaking of Dryden, Demogeot 
writes: 

H ne sait ni inventer des personnages, ni les ressusciter d’apris I’histoire. 
II n’a ricn de ce don criateur qui hut le ginie de Shakespeare. II ressemble 
plutdt i Voltaire, qui I’a pris plus d’une fois pour modile: comme chez 
notre brillant compatriote, on rencontre dans les tragedies de Dryden la 
tirade i effet, la sentence ambideuse, Timage iclatante mais antidramatique. 
Quel que soit le personnage qu’il mette cn seine, Aureng-Zeb, Antoine ou 
Montizuma, e’est toujours le mime luxe de langagc, le mime iclat de hiusses 
couleurs.*** 

A similar opinion is held by Edouard Sonet in his study of the influence 
of English literature upon Voltaire. After mentioning the opinion of 
Villemain, Sonet observes: 

Voltaire emprunta i Dryden une certaine iligance, un certain luxe de 
langage, certains ditails brillants, mais tout ce que le thiitre anglais lui 
foumit d’idies nouvelles, il la doit i Shakespeare. Ccla ne I’empicha pas 
de placer Dryden au-dessus de tous les icrivains qui I’avaient pricidi.*' 

Sonet is particularly impressed by Voltaire’s eulogy of Dryden’s style 
in the Siicle de Louis XIV, where Voltaire says: 

Dans le grand nombre des poetes agriables qui decorirent le ligne de 
Charles II, comme les Waller, les comtes de Dorset et de Rochester, le due 
de Buckingham, etc., on distingue le cilibre Dryden, qui s’est signali dans 
tous les genres de poisie: ses ouvrages sont pleins de ditails naturels 4 la 
fois et brillants, animis, vigoureux, hardis, passionis, mirite qu’aucun poete 
de sa nation n’igale, et qu’aucun ancien n’a surpassi. Si Pope, qui est venu 
apris lui, n’avait pas, sur la fin de sa vie, fait son Bssm sur Vhotnme, il ne 
serait pas comparable i Dryden.'* 

The Siicle de Louis XIV was published in 1751, which means that 
the above passage was written probably during the period of Mahomet 
and Simiramis, A decade later, when Voltaire, under the pressure of the 
r'ViUemaui, Conn de bttdrature fratipuie, tableau de la Uodratutt au XVIII* ttide, 

1,96. 

"Demogeot, Htomre des buiratssres dtnnghvi eonstdMet dans lew's tapporu avee 
le divdoppememt de la Utthature jrastfoise, p. 119. 

** Son^ Voltaire et Vmfiuenee anglaite. p. 4a. 


■s CBueres, XIV, 560. 
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disapproval of exalted diction which was growing steadily greater, shifted 
his position as to the desirability of an epic style, he accused Dryden of 
straining his poetic figures.^* 

But Voltaire actually seemed less critical of Dryden in after years 
than of Corneille. In 1771, in the article “Enthousiasme” in the Dic- 
Uonnaire phtlosophique, he turned with high praise to Dryden’s last 
and perhaps most famous poem, Alexander's Feast, and acquitted Dry- 
den of the charge of inflated rhetoric. 

Dc toutes les odes moderncs, celle oh il rigne le plus grand enthousiasme 
qui ne s’affaiblit jamais, et qui ne tombe ni dans le faux ni dans I’ampoul^, 
est le Ttmothie, ou la fete d’ Alexandre, par Dryden: elle est encore regard^ 
en Angleterre comme un chef-d’ceuvre inimitable, dont Pope n’a pu ap> 
procher quand il a voulu s’exercer dans le m£me genre. Cette ode fut chantfe; 
et si on avait eu un musicien digne du poete, ce serait le chef-d’oeuvre de 
la po&ie lyrique. 

Cc qui est toujours fort h craindre dans I’enthousiasme, e’est de sc livrer 
h I’ampouU, au gigantesque, au galimatias.^* 

And a year later, m writing to Chabanon, who published a Discours 
sur Ptndare in 1769, Voltaire spoke m a tone of authority in placing 
Dryden above Cowley. 

Vous appelez Cowley le Pindare anglais; vous lui faites bien de I’honneur: 
c’^tait un poete sans harmonie, qui cherchait i mettre de I’esprit partout. Le 
vrai Pindare est Dryden, auteur de cette belle ode intitul6e la Fete tT Alex- 
andre, ou Alexandre et Ttmothie. Cette ode, mise en musique par Purcelle 
(si je ne me trompe), passe en Angleterre pour le chef-d’oeuvre de la po&ie 
la plus sublime et la plus varide; et je vous avoue que, comme je sais mieux 
I’anglais que le grec, j’aime cent fois mieux cette ode que tout Pindare.** 

There are few indications that Voltaire borrowed lines or figures from 
Dryden, but his Alexandrines often leap up into extravagant thoughts 
and forced images in a manner which recalls Dryden’s heroic couplets 
in iambic pentameter. The resemblance is most apparent in passages 
in which the heroes of Voltaire and Dryden indulge in haughty self- 
appraisal and attach universal significance to their actions and thoughts. 
Almanzor, Dryden’s grandiloquent chevalier, when he vaunts the in- 
tegrity of his given word in The Conquest of Granada, recalls, for ex- 
ample, Az^ma in Simiramis. Almanzor cnes: 

“ (Euvret, XVIII, 555-56. •• Ibid., XLVIII, 4a. 


** (Euvret, XXXI, 186. 
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He break my piomue and absolve my vowl 
Tu more Mahomet himself can do. 

The word which I have giv’n shall stand like Fate; 

Not like the King’s, that weathercock of State.** 

Az&na, in lines already quoted, has a similarly sonorous tone. 

Qu’J levienne en un mM; lui, ni S6niramis, 

Ni des mines sacr& que I’enfer a vomis, 

Ni le renversement de toute la nature, 

Ne pourront de mon ime arracher un parjure.** 

Dryden’s heroes, like Voltaire’s, defy man and nature and give global 
importance to themselves. Abenamar, in Dryden’s The Conquest of 
Granada, says of Almanzor: 

No haughty boastmg; but a manly pride: 

A Soul too fiery, and too great to guide: 

He moves excentrique, like a wandrmg star; 

Whose Motion’s just; though ’tis not regular.** 

When Zulema, chief of the Zegrys, denies the hand of the queen of 
Granada to Almanzor and says “she shall not goe,’’ Almanzor answers: 

Thou, single, art not worth my answering, 

But take what friends, what armyes thou canst bring; 

What worlds; and when you are united all, 

Then, I will thunder in yours ears, — she shall.** 

Voltaire never rises quite so high into the false sublime, but there is a 
similarly exaggerated color to the language of some of his characters. 
Zamore, in Alzire, says that the audacity of his band is “aux mortels peu 
commune.’’*® S^iramis gives world-wide sigmficance to herself, as- 
serting that her diadem is an object of respect “au monde entier, re- 
spectable au ciel m^me.” *^ Assur offers the throne to Azema with the 
assurance that “L’univers nous appelle, et va nous occuper." ** 

No subsequent play reaches the rhetorical elevation of Simiramis. In 
1749, when he was working on Rome sauvie and Oreste, Voltaire was 
apparendy in an undecided frame of mind. In the preface to Rome sauvie 

** Dryden, The Conquest of Granada, The Pint Fart, Act III; Nonesuch ed., Ill, 45, 
Aa IV, scene i; ^uvrts, IV, 547 •• Act V; Nonesuch ed.. Ill, 78. 

** Act 10 ; Nonesuch ed., 01 , 57. *0 Act II, scene i; CButret, ID, 398. 

Aa I, scene 5; (Euoret, IV, 517. ** Aa 0 , scene 3; (Euvrtt, IV, 524. 
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he said that the play was “beaucoup plus fortcment ^ite" than ZtSre,** 
and while working on Oreste he wrote to Frederick that he was meditat> 
ing on the necessity of giving more force and energy to the language. 
Yet the variants of Oreste reveal that he removed the more declamatory 
passages,** and in a dissertation on tragedy Unked hy modern editors 
with the play, Voltaire declares that he who would secure a reputation 
as a dramatist must accept Racine as a model for style. 

The passage in Voltaire’s letter to Frederick on the necessity of giving 
more force to the language reads as follows: 

Je roule aussi de petits projets dans ma t^te, pour donner plus de force et 
d’^nergie ik notre langue, et je pense que si Votre Majest^ voulait m’aider, 
nous pourrions fairc I’aumdne i cette langue fran^aise, ik cette gucuse pinefe 
et d^aigneuse qui se complait dans son indigence. Votre Majest^ saura 
qu’d la derni^re s^nce de notre Acad^ie . . . je proposal cette petite ques* 
tion: “Peut-on dire un homme soudain dans ses transports, dans ses risolu- 
tions, dans sa colire, comme on dit un ivinement soudatn ? — ^Non, 
rdponditon; car soudatn n’appartient qu'aux choscs inanim^. — ^Eh, mes* 
sieursi I’floquence ne consiste-t-elle pas ik transporter les mots d’une esp&ce 
dans une autre? N’est<e pas i elle d’animer tout? Messieurs, il n’y a rien 
d’inanun£ pour les hommes floquents.” •* 

But in the Dissertation sur les prmdpales tragidies anciennes et mo- 
demes, published in 1750, Voltaire favors a simple manner and has the 
following to say of the superiority of Racine’s dramatic style: 

On peut r^ussir peut-^e mieux que lui dans les catastrophes; on peut pro- 
duire plus de terreur, approfondir davantage les sentiments, mettre de plus 
grands mouvements dans les intrigues; mais quiconque ne se fermera pas 
comme lui sur les anciens, quiconque surtout n’imitera pas la puret^ de leur 
style et du sien, n’aura jamais de reputation dans la posterite.** 

It is clear that Voltaire’s use of alternating rhyme in Tancriie (1760), 
giving a more rapid and more conversational effea than was possible in 
Alexandrines, was impelled by Diderot’s charge that verse stood between 
the spectator and the dramatic action. Voltaire was in continuous cor> 
respondence with Diderot diuing the composition of the play, and 
Diderot had no complaint except with regard to the fifth act, concerning 

•• CEuvret, V, 309. 

** See iM; pp. isS-4i, die opening fcenei of Act III. 

w 1749, (Suvres, XXXVn, 56. •• lUd., V, 195. 
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which he observed: "Le cinqui^e me parah trahier. II y a deux r^ 
tatifs. 11 &ut, je crois, en sacrifier ua et marcher plus vite. Ils vous diront 
tous comme moi: Suppritnez, supprimez, ct I’acte sera parfait."*^ If 
Voltaire could only see Clairon in the Paris production, he would agree 
that the stage profited by less poetry and more pantomime.*^ Yet Vol- 
taire never returned to alternating rhyme, and in his dedicatory letter 
to Madame de Pompadour he was apprehensive lest the style of Tancride 
was too close to prose. He feared that "il pourrait arriver qu’en voulant 
perfectionner la seine fran^aise, on I’a giterait cnticremcnt.” •• 

It was during the years 1760-64, when Voltaire was working on the 
CotntnenUure sur CornetUe, that he seems definitely to have shifted his 
all^iance from Corneille to Racine. Throughout his critical writings 
prior to 1760 he had uniformly defended Corneille, and had frequently 
praised the last act of Rodogune. In 1743, for instance, he had written 
die following to Vauvenargues, who had stated his preference for the 
noble and simple style of Racine. 

La belle seine d’Horace et de Curtace, les deux charmantes seines du Ctd, 
une grande partie de Ctnna, le r 61 e de Sivire, presque tout celui de Pauline, 
la moidi du dernier acte de Rodogune, se soutiendraient ^ c6t£ d’Athalie, 
quand mime ces morceaux seraient faits aujourd’hui. De quel ceil devons- 
nous done les regarder quand nous songeons au temps ou Corneille a icriti 

Later in his letter Voltaire admits that at times Corneille’s style is in- 
flated, but he protests that “Ce sont des tableaux de Leonard de Vinci 
qu’on aime encore H voir i c6t6 des Paul Veronese ct des Titien.” 

Voltaire’s praise of Corneille during these years is characterized by an 
apologedc tone, and adverse comment gradually becomes more frequent. 
In 1761 he wrote to D’Argental that in his Commentatre he would treat 

1760, (Euvret, XU, 78 ■» Ibid., p 77. 

** (Enures, V, 498. 

XXXVI, 103-4. Cf. Vjal, "Vauvenargues and Voltaire,” Ronutme Review, 
XXXni (1943), 41-57. Vul shows that Vauvenargues’s preference for Racuie was prob- 
ably instnunental m turning Voltaire from hit preference for Corneille. \^al quotes 
a letter which Voltaire wrote to Blin de Sainmor m whreh he says: ‘X’obligation 
ob fe suit de commenter Corneille, ne tert qu’b me faire admirer davantage Raane” as 
an indication that it was during the composition of the Commentatre sur Corneille that 
Voltaire's change m attitude was made Vi^ concludes that “ramtude g^niralement 
sivbre de Voltaire pour Corneille, et qui contraste si itrangement avec les indulgences 
du Temple du (Sods, et des diverses prefaces, est probablement due, dans une mesure 
rfitScile b determiner, b I'autonte que Voltaire accordait au jugement de Vauvenargues" 
(P. 57 )- 

^^^ Ihd,, p. 304. 
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Corneille ‘’tantdt comme un dieu, tantSt comme un cheval de car* 
losse.” In the Remarques sur hUdSe he says that Corneille often 
spoiled his lines by strained and artificial meuphor. He cites two verses. 

Et j’ai trouvi Tadresse, en iui foisant la cour, 

De relever mon sort sur les ailes d’Amour.^*’* 

But Corneille’s faults were the faults of the age throughout Europe, says 
Voltaire,^"* and cites an example from Dryden’s All for Lave to prove it. 

Les m^taphorcs outrdes, les comparaisons fausses, Aaient les seuls ornements 
qu’on employit; on croyait avoir surpass^ Virgile et le Tasse quand on faisait 
voler un sort sur les ailes de I’Amour. Dryden comparait Antoine it un aigle 
qui portait sur ses ailes un roitelet, lequel alors s’flevait au^dessus de I’aigle; 
et ce roitelet, c’itait I’empereur Auguste. Les beaut& vraies iuient partout 
ignor&s.“* 

In the same year he wrote to the Abb^ d’Olivet that Corneille had pro- 
duced some works “absolument indignes du thfitre.” In 1762 Vol- 
taire continued to praise Corneille in a rather negative fashion, writing 
on one occasion: “Ce qui est important, c’cst de faire connattre combien 
Corneille, malgr^ tous ses dffauts, ftait sublime et sage dans le temps 
qu’on ne reprfsentait sur les autres theatres de I’Europe que des r£ves 
extravagants.” 

The shift in allegiance seems to have been definitely made by 1763, 
when Voltaire wrote to the Abb^ Voisenon: 

C’est Racine, qui est v^ritablement grand, et d’autant plus grand qu’il ne 
parait jamais chercher i I’fitre; c’est I’auteur d’Athalie qui est I’homme 
parfait. Je vous coniie qu’en commentant Corneille je deviens idolltre de 
Racine. Je ne peux |dus souflrir le boursoufl^ et une grandeur hors de 
nature.^* 

Later in 1763 he conceded that La Harpe’s preference for Racine was well 
justified. ' 

Racine, qui fut le premier qui eut du goAt, comme Corneille fut le premier 
qui cut du g&iie; I’admirable Racine, non assez admir^, pensait comme vous. 
La pompe du spectacle n’est une beauti que quand elle biit une partie 
ntossaire du sujet; autrement ce n’est qu’une deration. Les incidents ne 

10* IM.. XU, 426. XXXI, 166. 

w»/W., XU, 353. XUI, 130, 

406. 
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■ont un oa&ite que quand ils sont naturals, et les d&lamatioos sent toujoun 
pu^riles, surtout quand elks sont remplies d’enflure.'*** 

References in his correspondence after 1763 show that Voltaire did not 
turn back from his new position. In 1767 he wrote : 

Je sais bien que Racine est rarement assez tragique; mais il est si int^ressant, 
si adroit, si pur, si ^^gant, si harmonieux; il a tant adouci et embelli notra 
langue, rendue Barbara par Corneiiie, que notre passion pour lui est bien 
excusable. M. de la Harpe est tout aussi passionn^ que nous; il s’lndigne avec 
moi qu’on ose comparer le mineral brut de Corneille ^ Tor pur de Racine.^^" 

In 1769, in a letter to the Russian poet Soumarokof, Voltaire considered 
Racine the best of French tragic poets, the only one to speak to both 
heart and mind, the only one who was “vu-itablement sublime sans 
aucune endure, et qui a mis dans la diction un charme inconnu jusqu’il 
lui.” In 1773 he wrote to La Harpe, whose comparison of Racme 
and Corneille had just been published, that he agreed with those who 
had said that “Corneille tomberait de jour cn jour, et que Racine 
s’^leverait,^^* and that it was due to the fact that “Racine est toujours 
dans la nature, et que Corneille n’y est presque jamais.” In 1775 there is 
no praise at all for Corneille in Voltaire’s remarks in a letter to La Harpe. 
He says: “Pour Corneille, il rccitait ses vers conune il les faisait: tantot 
ampouk, tantdt 4 fairc nre.” 

In a letter to D’Argcntal m 1776 Voltaire’s appreciation of Rodogune 
reaches a record low but the last scene is still admirable.^* Shortly after, 
in a letter also written to D’Argental, even the last scene is abandoned. 

Je suis de votre avis sur Rodogune. Il n’y a pas de sens commun dans toute 
cette piice, qu’on a regardde comme le chef-d’oeuvre de Corneille. La derniere 
sc&ne m£me, qui semblc demander grice pour le reste, n’est nullement vrai- 
semblable; mais il y a tant d’illusion th^itrale d’un bout a I’autre, que le 
public a s^duit.^^' 

Voltaire now recognized that the trend toward a pompous style had 
been exaggerated and that his own plays were not without fault in this 
respect. In 1769 he wrote to D’Argental that as for imitation of the Eng- 
lish he had asked for water, not for a tempest, and that at present “nous 
allons tomber en tout dans I’outri et dans le gigantesque; adieu les beaux 

w* Ibid , XUII, 56. Wirf, XLV, 172 “I Ibid., XLVI, 264. 

“* Ibid., XLvra, 284. iM ihd.. xux, 265. 

L, 141. p. 156. 
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vers, adku les sentiments du coeur, adieu tout.” Like Dryden in his 
latter years, Voltaire regrets the swollen rhetoric of his earlier style. “Que 
dites-vous des fureurs d’Oreste?” he asks D’Argental, "declamation, et 
puis, c’est tout.” Tancride, he iiiiphes, is in a more suitable dramadc 
style with poetry subordinated to pantomime and spectacle. 

Voltaire appears increasingly conscious of the necessity of avoiding 
too brilliant a style. Just as he removed the more elevated passages from 
Oreste, he removed them from Le Triumvirat (1764), and he wrote to 
D’Argental: “Jai 6te toutes les dissertations corn^liennes qm an&uitissent 
I’interSt. Je respecte fort ce Corneille; mais on est shr d’une lourde chute 
quand on I’imite.” Grimm was satisfied with the style of Le Tri- 
umvirat and wrote in the Correspondance httdrmre (1764) that the 
style "quoique in^gal et souvent faible, m’a pourtant paru le veritable 
style dc la tragedie, aussi longtcmps qu’on fcra en vers alexandrins.” 

Voltaire’s dramatic criticism ends with a eulogy of Racine’s style in 
the prefatory letter to Iritie in 1777. 

C’est lui qui a present chez tous les gens de gofit, et malheureusement chez 
eux seuls, ces id^s gigantesques et vides de sens, ces apostrophes continuelles 
aux dieux, quand on ne sait pas faire parier les hommes; ces lieux communs 
d’une politique ridiculement atroce, d6bitcs dans un style sauvage; ces 
^pichdtes fausses et inutiles; ces id^s obscures, plus obscur&nent rendues; 
ce style aussi dur que neglige, incorrect et barbate; enfin tout ce que j’ai vu 
applaudi par un parterre compost alors de jeunes gens dont le gofit n’^tait 
pas encore formi.**" 

Racine’s style is a model for prose as well as for poetry; for sermons and 
orations as well as for tragedy. F^nelon and Bossuet, not having the 
genius for verse, imitated Racine in prose and “les ouvrages de prose 
dans lesquels on a le mieux imite le style de Racine sont ce que nous 
avons de meilleur dans notre langue.” Voltau-e has this final advice 
for writers; 

Point de vrai succis aujourd’hui sans cette correction, sans cette pureti qui 
seule met le g^nie dans tout son jour, et sans laquclle ce g£aie ne (kploierait 
qu’une force monstrueuse, tombant i chaque pas dans une faiblesse plus 
monstrueuse encore, et du haut des nues dans la fange.^^* 

IM., XLVI, 473. 1 ” Ihd., XL, 389. «• IM., XLHI, 3*5. 

Correspondance bltdratre phtlosophtqne et critique, VI, 33. 

(Euvret. VH, 326. la Ihd., p. 329. 

^••lUd. 



1^6 V(H.TAIRFS ELEVATED STYLE 

Voltaire thus strove to raise the style of tragedy to a grandeur and 
dignity which he and his fellow critics recognized specially as epic. 

had not only Corneille and Greek tragedy in mind but English 
example as well, and anM>ng Englidi writers Dryden especially. But the 
current of the century was moving in the opposite direction toward 
tragedy in prose. Voltaire followed the precepts of Rapin and Dacier 
until well after the middle of the century, declaring again and again 
that Racine had lowered tragedy to the level of comedy by an exagger- 
ated purity of style— while his opponents came to believe that even the 
style of Racine was too elevated and that French tragedy could be saved 
only by abandoning verse. There was, however, no worthy rival of 
Voltaire to champion prose tragedy, and he dominated the theater until 
his death. But he was well aware of the trend of the times and sought to 
compromise. His stylistic range is consequently a series of shifts back 
and forth between a grandiose manner and a more simple and easy style. 
In Tancride, under the spur of Diderot, he abandoned Alexandrines, 
but this was his only departure from heroic verse. His best plays, Zaire, 
Mdrope, and Tancride, are in a comparatively simple style, and he 
gradually came to accept Racine as the model not only for poetry but 
for prose also. There are, however, traces of rhetorical pomp even in his 
late tragedies, a fact which indicates that he could never be completely 
won away from his love of the grand manner. 



CHAPTER IX CONCLUSION 

EPIC POEM was in the air of the neoclassic community which France 
and England formed from 1650 to 1750. Tragedy was closely identified 
with the epic poem and Hobbes's assertion in 1650, in his prefatory letter 
to Davenant’s Gondtbert, that epic and tragedy were the narrative and 
dramatic forms of heroic poetry, was a statement based logically on the 
critical doctrines of the age. Epic didacticism and the identity of epic 
poem and tragedy were fundamental principles in the treatises of Rapin, 
Le Bossu, and Dacier, principles which formed the basis of their charge 
that French tragedy lacked dignity and elevation. Dryden, in his critical 
essays and by his heroic plays, became the outstanding exponent of the 
ideal of heroic tragedy. Formal Augustan tragedy maintained the heroic 
tradition in England by its elevation of diction and by its embodiment 
of the epical conception of poetry as a moral lesson. In France epic 
tragedy continued to be largely a criucal ideal until Voltaire, whose 
approach to the drama, hke that of Dryden, was first of all critical, sought 
to carry out the recommendations of the neoclassic criucs. 

The conception of the poet as a moral phdosopher was an integral 
part of Renaissance epic theory, and Le Bossu had long precedent for 
declaring that the epic poem, and consequently tragedy, were funda- 
mentally moral fables in the manner of Aesop and that the poet, before 
planning his poem, should pick a maxim useful to the state. Dr. John- 
son, in The Lives of the PoeU. said that in his opinion Mdton was the 
only poet who had composed an epic poem according to Le Bossu’s 
precept, but in one sense it would seem that Dr. Johnson was in error, 
for Milton, in abandoning his idoi of composing an Arthuriad because 
he became convinced that the Arthur legends were romantic fictions, and 
in turning instead to a subject which he valued for its truth, would 
seem to have stepped out of the neoclassic frame. 

It was on the basis of the epic doctrine of poetry as a moral lesson and 
of the poet as the preceptor of the king and gentry that English tragedians 
during the period of 1660-1725 and Voltaire, in his turn, seem to have 
justified the introduction of religious and political arguments into the 
theater. Voltaire’s Roman tragedies, like Addison’s Cato, glorified stoical 
patriotism, and in his tragedies based on the heroic romances Voltaire, 
as had Dryden in The Indian Etnperow, stressed the deistic principle 
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that all men who worship God have a basis for agreement. The late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries were still in the diadow of 
the religious wars, and it is not surprising that superstition and fanaticism 
were considered to be the most dangerous perils to the state. Like Hobbes 
and Dryden, Voltaire used the League and the assassination of Henry IV 
as symbols of the evil results of religious bigotr/. Dryden’s first plan 
iot a tragedy had been based on a plot about the League, but he did not 
bring out The Dul(e of Guise until 1682, when it was useful as a parallel 
to the attempt to exclude the Duke of York from the succession. To 
justify the parallel Dryden added a Defense of the Du\e of Guise and 
traiulated Maimbourg’s history of the League. The League was the 
subject of the Henriade, and Voltaire had the assassination of Henry FV 
in mind vriien he wrote Mahomet and in attacking fanaticism in other 
plays. Voltaire’s tragedies come nearer than Dryden’s to fulfilling Le 
Bossu’s precept that a play should be a moral fable, for the lesson is 
carried by the plots themselves. The only sense in which Dryden’s plays 
approach allegory is in the extreme heightening of the characters, which 
he carried at times to such lengths that they nearly became abstractions. 
Voltaire stated frequently that what he valued most in English literature 
was its capacity for expressing philosophical thought, and there are 
many indications that he valued Dryden especially for his ability to 
ratiocinate in heroic verse. He was interested chiefly in Dryden’s skepti- 
cal reasoning, and he borrowed lines from The Medal for Zaire, with- 
out caring that Dryden was expressing a deistic sentiment with the 
specific purpose of quarreling with it. It is evident that Voltaire thought 
of Dryden, as he did of English literature in general, in terms of drama, 
and it is in Dryden’s plays that his skepticism is most pronounced. 
Voltaire showed an especially intimate knowledge of The Indian Em- 
perour, not only basing his Alztre on it but also reverting to it to illustrate 
an argument in the Dtetionnaire philosophique and using the torture 
scene in a passage in the Essm sur les maeurs. 

In choice of subject matter and in style, as well as in fundamental 
conception of the aim of tragedy, Voltaire was guided by epic doctrine. 
He b^an by taking literally Dacier’s advice and going to the Greek 
theater for elevated subjeas. Lessing’s observation that SSmiramis was 
written around a maxim applies to Voltaire’s Greek tragedies in general, 
for they prove that there is a “diu vengeur” who punishes secret crimes. 
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a favorite idea of Voltaire’s. Voltaire tried several Roman tragedies, 
embodyiiig in thcan the conception the stoic Roman hero offered 
originally in Lucan’s PharsaUa, which both Addison and Corneille had 
consulted In turning finally to heroic romance subjects there is evidence 
that Voltaire had Dryden in mind, for his first play of this type, Zaire, 
is preceded by a preface which Voltaire devotes largely to Dryden, in so 
far as the Englidi theater is concerned, and the play itself is built around 
a deistic passage to the efiect that religion is a matter of education, which 
Voltaire had taken from Dryden. Voltaire’s most important innovation 
in tragedy in respect to subject was his introduction of what has been 
called national history. But Voltaire’s tragedies are historical in much 
the same sense that Dryden’s heroic plays are historical, the historical 
element consisting in the use of chivalric atmosphere and incident from 
the heroic romances. The introduction of the names of French chevaliers 
was a daring innovation in Pans, but the evidence pomts to Dryden’s 
heroic plays as the possible English source rather than to Shakespeare’s 
historical tragedies, as has so often been claimed. 

That Voltaire conceived heroic poetry to be fundamentally in the 
nature of an apologue is evident in the article “Fable” in the Dictionnaire 
phUosophique and in the twelfth conversation of the satirical UA, B, C, 
In the article “Fable" he explains that history is material for artistic 
use only when it is rewritten, for, he says, it portrays “ce que sont les 
humains,” while the duty of the poet is to teach “ce qu’ils doivent etre.” 
In using historical themes for his tragedies Voltaire changed the facts 
so that his characters should portray to the spectators “ce qu’ils doivoit 
etre,” a point of view which is basically epic, as neoclassic critics em- 
ployed the term. In the twelfth conversation of UA, B, C Voltaire re- 
turns to the same point of view with regard to heroic romances, this 
time preferring F^elon’s Tilimaque to the Iliad, because it was more 
moral. This attitude is important for the understanding of Voltaire’s 
use of heroic romance material in his plays. 

In the chapters demonstrating the underlying epical basis of Voltaire’s 
conception of the purpose of tragedy and his closely related conception 
of the subject matter proper to tragedy it was necessary to depend on 
evidence that was often inferential. But in discussing Volture’s efforts 
to raise the style of tragedy this was unnecessary, for Voltaire and his 
contemporaries recognized his ambitions explicitly as “epic.” “On a beau 
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dire que ces beaut& de dictkm sont des beaut& piques; ceux qui parkat 
ainti ne aavent pas que Sophode et Euripide ont le style d’Hom^e,” 

wrote Voltaire on one occasion, and the comments of his contemporaries 
were no less explicit. Until well after 1750 Voltaire believed that Rapin 
and Oacier and their followers were justified in charging that the simple 
purity of Racine’s style had robbed the language of its capacity for 
sublime expression. He had heard the same criticism made again and 
again in England, and he strove to elevate the style of tragedy in France 
to an epic grandeur and dignity. He had not only Corneille in mind but 
English example as well and Drydcn especially. The trend of the century 
was directly against him, however, and his plays give evidence of several 
determined elforu toward an epic style and as many retreats to a more 
fluent and easy manner. He was gradually won away from his grandiose 
ideal, and his final critical position is that the noble simphcity of Racine 
should be the model not only for poetry but for prose as well. His own 
verse, however, never completely lost the elevation which had gone out 
of fashion by the middle of the century. 

After Voltaire the neoclassic ideal of epic'tragcdy passed into Germany 
along with neoclassic criticism. Gottsched made the categorical assertion 
that the author of tragedy should first conceive a general moral principle 
and then assemble plot and charaaers to fit. In 1732 he brought out a 
Cato based on the plays of Addison and Deschamps and in the preface 
he says he picked his hero because he was a pattern of stoical resolution 
and a thorough patriot. Gottsched mentions Dacier and other neoclassic 
critics, including Voltaire. 

Le Bossu was translated into German in 1753, and shordy thereafter 
Lessing was transladng Dryden’s An Essay of Dramattc\ Poesie. The 
correspondence between Lessing, Mendelssohn, and Nicolai in 1756 and 
1737, which constitutes the celebrated Brtejwechsel, that has been a tradi- 
tional source of interest to Lessing students developed into an elaborate 
discussion of the nature of tragedy, Lessing trying to limit tragedy to pity 
and epic poetry to admiration. His definition of pity is similar to that 
of Voltaire, being essentially compassion for the unfortunate, Lessing’s 
later and celebrated Nathan the Wise is a play on the familiar Voltairian 
fivmula. Once more we see an intolerant Christian kmght converted 
by the "grandeur d’Sme” of the infidel he is persecudng. The play was 
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among the bodu burned in 1953 by the Nazi^ as were numooui works 
ofVdtaire. 

The relation of arts and morals is an ever-recurring problem in the 
history of literary criticism. Fifty years after Lessing’s death Goethe, in 
a brief commentary on Aristotle’s Poetics, took issue with the neoclassic 
point of view and declared that the arts have little power to influence 
morality and that it is always wrong to demand such results from them. 
In the twelfth book of the Dichtung und Wahrhat he observed further 
that great art will always have a moral effect, but that the moral effect 
must not be held to have been the purpose of the artist. 




APPENDIX 


EXCERPTS FROM THE INDIAN EMPEROUR 

When Montezuma with his eldest son, Odmar, first encounters Cortez, 
Vasquez and Pizarro, he demands to know from whence the Spaniards de> 
rive their authority, and the followmg conversation ensues (Act I, scene a. 
Nonesuch ed., I, 2S5-86): 

Cart. From Charles the Fifth, the Worlds most Potent King. 

Mont. Some petty Prince, and one of litde fame, 

For to this hour I never heard his name: 

The two great Empires of the World I know. 

That of Peru, and this of Mexico; 

And since the earth none larger docs afford, 

This Charles is some poor Tnbutary Lord. 

Cort. You speak of that small part of earth you know. 

But betwixt us and you vride Oceans flow, 

And watry desarts of so vast extent. 

That passing hither, four Full Moons we spent. 

Mont. But say, what news, what offers dost thou bring 
From so remote, and so unknown a King? 

Vasq. Spain’s mighty Monarch, to whom Heaven thinks fit 
That all the Nations of the Earth submit. 

In gracious clemency, does condescend 
On these conditions to become your Friend. 

First, that of him you shall your Scepter hold, 

Next, you present him with your useless Gold; 

Last, that you leave those Idols you implore. 

And one true Deity with him adore. 

Mont. You speak your Prince a mighty Emperour, 

But his demands have spoke him Proud, and Poor; 

He proudly at my free-born Scepter flies. 

Yet poorly begs a mettal I despise. 

Gold thou may’st take, what-ever thou canst find, 

Save what for sacred uses is design’d: 

But, by what right pretends your King to be 
The Soveraign Lord of all the World, and me? 

Ptz. The Soveraign Priest^ — 
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Who Kpreientt oa Earth the pow’r of Heaven, 

Has this your Empire to our Monarch given. 

Mont. Ill does he represent the Powers above, 

Who nourishes debate, not Preaches love; 

Besides, what greater folly can be sbownp 
He gives another what is not hit own. 

Votq. His pow’r must needs unquestion’d be below. 

For he in Heaven an Empire can bestow. 

Mont. Empires in Heaven he with more cate may give. 
And you perhaps would with less thanks receive; 

But Heaven has need of no such Vice-roy here. 

It sdf bestows the Crowns that Monarclu wear. 

Pin. You wrong hit power as you mistake our end. 

Who came thus far Religion to extend. 

Mont. He who Religion truely understands. 

Knows its extent must be m not Lands. 

0dm. But who are those that truth must propagate 
Within the confines of my Fathers state? 

Vasq. Religious Men, who hither must be sent 
As awful Guides of Heavenly Government; 

To teach you Penance, Fasts, and Abstinence, 

To punish Bodies for the Souls offence. 

Mont. Cheaply you sin, and punish crimes with ease. 

Not as th’ offended, but th’ offenders please. 

First injure Heaven, and when its wrath is due, 

Your selves prescribe it how to punish you. 


Mont. Those ghostly Kings would parcel out my pow’r. 

And all the fotness of my Land devour; 

That Monarch sits not safely on his Throne, 

Who bean, within, a power that shocks his own. 

They teach obedience to Imperial sway. 

But think it sin if they themselves obey. 

The Second Scene of Act V (Nonesuch ed., I, 337 ff.) shows a prison 
with Montezuma and his Indian High Priest on the torture rack, a scene 
which Voltaire used in his Ettm sur let maeuri. Pizarro and a Christian Priest 
direct the drawing of the cords; 

PtM. Thou hast not yet discover’d all thy store. 

Mont. I neither can nor will discover more: 

The gods will Punish you, if they be Just; 
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The gods will Plague your Sacrilegious Lust 

Chr. Priest. Mark how this impious Heathen justifies 
His own false gods, and our true God denies: 

How wickedly he has refus'd his wealth, 

And hid his Gold, from Christian hands, by stealth: 
Down with him, Kill him, merit Heaven thereby. 


The Spamards wind the cords tighter and the Indian High Priest begs 
to die. Montezuma shows fortitude and shames him with his courage. Be> 
fore ordermg further torture the Christian Priest tries again to convert the 
Emperour: 


Chr. Pr. Those Pams, O Prince, thou sufFercst now, are light. 
Compar’d to those, which when thy Soul takes flight. 
Immortal, endless, thou must then endure. 

Which Death begins, and Time can never cure. 

Mont Thou are deceiv’d: for whensoe’re I Dye, 

The Sim my Father bears my Soul on high: 

He lets me down a Beam, and mounted there. 

He draws it back, and pulls me through the Air: 

I m the Eastern Parts, and rismg Sky, 

You in Heaven’s downfal, and the West must lye. 

Chr. Pr. Fond Man, by Heathen Ignorance misled. 

Thy Soul destroying when thy Body’s Dead: 

Change yet thy Faith, and buy Eternal Rest. 

Ind. High Pr. Dye m your own, for our Belief is best. 

Mont. In seeking happmess you both agree. 

But m the search, the paths so different be. 

That all Religions with each other Fight, 

While only one can lead us in the Right, 

But till that one hath some more certain Mark, 

Poor humane kind must wander in the dark; 

And suffer pams, eternally below. 

For that, which here, we cannot come to know. 

Chr. Pr. That which we worship, and which you believe. 
From Natures common hand we both receive: 

All under various names. Adore and Love 
One power Immense, which ever rules above. 

Vice to abhor, and Virtue to pursue. 

Is both believ’d and taught by us and you: 

But here our Worship takes another way. 

Mont. Where both agree ’bs there most safe to stey: 
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For what’s more vain than Publick Light to shun, 

And set up Tapers while we see the Sun? 

CAr. Pr. Though Nature teaches whom we should Adore, 

By Heavenly Beams we still discover more. 

Mont. Or this must be enough, or to Mankind 
One equal way to Bliss is not design’d. 

For though some more may know, and some know less. 

Yet all must know enough for happmess. 

Chr. Pr. If in this middle way you still pretend 
To stay, your Journey never will have end. 

Mont. Howe’re ’us better m the midst to stay. 

Then wander farther in uncertain way. 

Chr. Pr. But we by Martyrdom our Faith avow. 

Mont. You do no more than I for ours do now. 

To prove Religion true — 

If either Wit or Suff’rings would suffice. 

All Faiths afford the Constant and the Wise: 

And yet eV’n they, by Education sway’d 
In Age defend what Infancy obey’d. 

Chr. Pr. Since Age by erring Child-hood is misled. 

Refer your self to our Un-emng Head. 

Mont. Man and not erre? What reason can you give? 

Chr. Pr. Renounce that carnal reason, and believe. 

Mont. The Light of Nature should I thus betray, 

’Twere to wmk hard that I might see the day. 

Chr. Pr. Condemn not yet the way you do not know; 
rie make your reason judge what way to go. 

Mont. ’Tis much too late for me new ways to take. 

Who have but one short step of life to make. 

Piz. Increase their Pains, the Cords are yet too slack. 

Chr. Pr. I must by force, convert him on the Rack. 

Ind. Htgh Pr. I faint away, and find I can no more: 

Give leave, O King, I may reveal thy store. 

And free my self from pains I cannot bear. 

Mont. Think’st thou I lye on Beds of Roses, here. 

Or in a Wanton Bath stretch’d at my ease? 

Dye, Slave, and with thee dye such thoughts as these. 

{High Priest turns aside and dyes. 
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Cortez rushes into the prison at this moment, stops die torture and orders 
the release of Montezuma. He exclaims: 

Ha— 

What dismal sight is this which takes from me 

All the delight that waits on Victory! (Runs to ta^e him off the raci^,) 

Make haste: how now, Religion, do you Frown^ 

Haste holy Avarice, and help him down! 

Ah, Father, Father, what do I endure, (Embracing Montezuma.) 

To see these Wounds my pity cannot cure! 

Cortez threatens Pizarro with court martial and then turns to the priest: 

And you, 

Who sawcily, teach Monarchs to obey. 

And the wide World m narrow Cloysters sway; 

Set up by Kings as humble aids of Power, 

You that which bred you, Viper-like, devour. 

You Enemies of Crowns. 

Chr. Pr. — Come, let’s away 
We but provoke his fury by our stay. 

Cort. If this go free, farewel that Discipline, 

Which did m Spanish Camps severely shine; 

Accursed Gold, ’tis thou hast caus’d these cnmes; 

'Thou tum’st our Steel against thy Parent Climes! 

And into Spatn wilt fatally be brought. 

Since with the price of Blood thou here art bought. 
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cism into England, 43; political nore: 
epical concqidon of poet’s function, 46; 
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to write epic poem his greatest ambhioai 
retort to Ac stage for a hving, 46; trans- 
lation of, and dedication to, the Aenetd, 
48, 49> 5*. 87. 76. 84; attain on Ra- 
cine, 49 f > 80, 93i style, 31 f., 76, 78. 85, 
laa, 137-40, 143; slupticism in religion, 
53 ff , 76, 83, 148; conversion toCatholo- 
asm, 33, political conservatism, 33, 33 f.; 
Rymer’s admiration, 37, 38; the leading 
exponent of heroic tragedy m neoclassie 
Europe, 66, 147; poems, 67, 76; relations 
with Bolingbroke, 67; Imes on Milton, 
73, 75, 78, ataoons from, about religion, 
70, 75, defense of Anglican and Catholic 
doctrines, 76; essays of Voltaire and, ex- 
pressing Acir most advanced posibons: 
three main points marking heroic trag- 
edy, 80, compared with Pope- version of 
the Wife of Bath’s Tale, 82; most exten- 
sive discussion of the epic, 84; plays of 
Voltaire and, in which both utilized 
plots from romances, and modern names, 
85, 113; use of the supernatural, 88; nat- 
ural religion concepuon of human na- 
ture, 91; his portrayal of love crinazed, 
93; only sense m which plays approach 
allegory, 148 

and Lee, Nathaniel Oedipe, 26; The 

Duke of Guise, 37, 54 . 55 , *48 
Du Bos, Jean B , 3, 39, 36, 37; opuiiont and 
theones in hu Eiflexions enttques • • . , 
30-32 

Dubourg, Abbf, 3, 100 
Due de Foix, Le (revision of Ad&Ade dm 
Guescltn) (Voltaire), ti2, 116 
Duke of Guise, The (Dryden and Lee), 37, 
54 . 55 . 148 

Du Resnal, Jean-Franpois du Bellay, 35 
Du Vernet, Iheophile Imargeon, biog- 
npher of Voltaire, 67 

Edgar the English Monarch (Rymer), 37 
England and the English, period of he- 
roic tragedies: representative writers, 1; 
French amtude toward poetry of, x, 17; 
toward character of the people, 3, 17, 36; 
theater duruig visit of Voltaira (gat,), a, 
3; neoclassic period: contemporary {diilo- 
sophical and pohncal ideai^ 3; Vcdtaire’s 
relations with theater: its inflneiKe upon 
him, 5, 93, ie6, 113; Rapm’s tefetences 
to drama <d, 16 f; Frendi critic most fre- 
quendy quoted, 17; reasons for trend 
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tomud mbititiitiiig eaunple at, for tbat 
of die endeiitt, u 38; important in> 
foraiatiaa in Muialt’i Lettret, 33-37; pe- 
liod of increaiing French tnteiett in ht- 
erature of, and arode of outstanding m- 
fhience upon this interest, 39 f.; superior 
genius bit poetiy, 34, 56, 37: sray to 
untie play for, mocked, 34!; tfaeaier 
called prunidve; led astray by Shake- 
speare, 37; theory and practice from 1660 
to 1733, 39-d3; penods of controversy 
and rcsulung expression of opinion, 40; 
religUMia disputes during Restoration, 40, 
33: Restoration (4.0.) theater, 41: effect 
of monliqr and decorum under William 
and Mary, 41, 39; formed with France, 
a single neoclasstc commumty, 64; length 
of Voltaire’s stay in, 66 , 68 ; his reasons 
for going there: his impressions and his 
sev^ notebooks, 69; his views of poets 
and dramatists, 93 f., 103; esteem in 
which poets held: their public posts, 92; 
fireedom of thought and expression, 139, 
energetic style of tragedy, 131, 13a; what 
Voltaire most valued in literature of, 148 
Engliah language, 17, 33, a6, 34, 59, 84, 
why ncber dian Fremh, 30, 37, 129 
SagftrA Notebook (Voltaire), 8, 69, 74, 73, 
84 i 9 *, 94 

Enlightenment, the, 3, 64; everywhere pres- 
ent in Dryden, 40, 47 
“Enthoosiatme” (Voltaire), 84, 139 
Epic, idenufication with tragedy, i, 10 ff., 
37, 61, 64, 109, 147, century of its su- 
preme importance to neoelassic cnacs, i; 
style (4.S'.), 3 , 13, 33; definitioos, 4, 18; 
empha^ of cnncs upon, 10; function and 
subject matter of epic-tragedy, 10, 11, 13, 
13, 19, 33, 46; sources of didacticism un- 
derlying conception of, 10 f , 37 (tee alto 
Mocid principle); Renaissance nouon of 
penod of pre-emmence to French cnocal 
theoiy, It; dudngutshed from tragedy, 
ii> >5> 37i 81; reform movement 
launched against heroic romances, 14 ff.; 
ethical theory of, central to neodassic doc- 
trine, 30; ooncepliant of early etgfateenth- 
oentury Flench cribcs, aa-38; TSimaque 
the one of outstanding quahty, aa, 38, 30; 
En^ish theory and practice from 1660 to 
1733, 39-85 ptttm, English acceptance 
of dida^ function, 41 f.; ITryden's moat 


extensive di sc u ssi o n 0^ 84; neodassic 
ideal of, poised into Genaany, 150; tee 
alto Poetiy; Tragedy 
Eptiile to Milton (Breval), 63 
“^tre k la Duchesie du (Vdtaiie), 

139 

Srtpk^e (Voltaire), 5, 6, 87, 90, 133 
"Espace" (Voltaire), 83 
“Eiiai sur la cnnque” (Du Resnal), 33 
Ettm lur la pofue iptque (Voltaire), 117 
Eirsy on Epte Poetry (Voltaire), 69, 74, 76, 
84, 138 

Error tnr let mceun (Voltaire), 81, 99, 148, 
154 

Ettat tur Voltaire (Bellessort), 4 
Ettay of Dramattek. Poetie, An (Dryden), 
45. 49. 58. 70. 71. 77. 84, translated mto 
German, 130 

Ettay of Herotqne Playt (Dryden), 4 
Ettay of Trandatei Verte (Roscommon), 39 
Ettay on Several Sub/eett (Blackmore), 61 
Ettay upon Poetry (Sheffield), 60 
Erroy upon the Civil Wart of Prance, An 
, . (Voltaire), 69 

Ethical ffieory held applicable to bodi epic 
and tragedy, 30, tee alto Moral pnnaple 
Eugfnte (Beaumarchais), 137 
Eunpides, 34, 30, 134 
Exonc romance settings, 93, 114 

“Fable” (Voltaire), 109 f., 131, 149 
Fables, 18, 19, 30, 103; ancient, 44; concep- 
tion of heroic romances as epic fables in 
prose, 1 18; epic poetry and tragedy as 
moral &blea, 147, 148; tee alto Allegory; 
Parables 

Pagiiet, Emile, 4, 6 , 7; quoted, 107 
Falkener, Sir Everard, 80, 93 
Fanauasm, tee Religious fanaticism 
Farquhar, George, 33 

Ffttelon, Fransois de S. de la M., 30, 62, 
1 18, 138, 145; outstanding quality of hu 
Ttlimaque (q.v.), 32, 30; didactic theory 
of poetiy u his lettret , , , , 37 f., 39 
Fontenelle, Bernard le Bovier de, 130 
Formont, 67, 68 

France, period of homage to epic genre: 
failure to find great epK poet, i; emphasis 
upon tragedy Voltaire's program bn re- 
form of theater, 2; period of neoclassiasm, 
3; of doctrine of epic pre-eminence, 11; 
cnbc most frcquendy quoted in England, 
17; survey of dramatic criiiciam from 
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1700-1750, 32-38; kdc of geniu* for 
epic poetry stated by Ffneloo, 37s critical 
comment permeated by sense of theater's 
failure to attain standards esientul to 
tragedy, 38; critics of, as chief authorities 
for English writers, 39; repressive effect 
of regimented social order, 40; first expo- 
sition of French neoclassic theory in Eng- 
land, 43; superior knowledge of rules for 
epic, 57; doctrine of epic-tragedy idennty 
accepted by enbes. formed with England 
a single neoclassic commumty, 64, good 
taste of French authors compared with 
barbarity of English, 93; theater robbed 
of majesty by Racine's emphasis on love: 
Voltaire's concern about its decadence, 
106, lack of action in theater long con- 
versations: banning of spectators from 
stage, 114 

Frederick II, 99, 108, 116, 141; quoted, 137 
Freedom of thought, effect upon language, 
139 

Flench language, robbed of strength, id, 
30, 39, 59, 6s; unfitted for great subjects, 
16, 49, 56; rquvenanon advised, 33, 38, 
Voltaire's concern with alleged feebleness 
of, 133, 138 f; freedom of thought its 
need, 139 

French names mtroduced into tragedies, 
106, iiaf , 118, I3I 
Frdron, Elie Cathenne, quoted, 134 
Fresnaye, Vauquelin la, ii 


Gallant love, 33, 36; tee Love 
Garnck, David, 3 
Germaiucut (Boursault), 113 
Germany, neoclassic cntiasm and ideal of 
epic-tragedy, lyo 

Genualemme Uberata (Tasso), 57 
Ghosts, 81, 88 

Gildon, Charles, 34, 39, 39, 61 
Goethe, Johann Wol^iang von, 151 
Gondtbert (Davenant), exposition of 
French neoclassic theory in prefatory let- 
ters, 43-45, 147 

Gottsched, Johann Christoph, 150 
CoUt de Vtdtaire, La (Naves), 4 
Government, ideas of Hobbes, 43 f ; Dry- 
den's view of monarchy, 55; republican 
ideas m plays of Voltaire, 90 
Crammare (Boyer), 33 
Greece, origin of theory of epic didactussm, 


lyt 

to; lUad designed to save, 18; origin of 
poetry, 18; its purpose, 19; return to ex- 
ample of Gre^, 30 , at; poetry com- 
pared with French, 30; lessening venen- 
tion for theater, 33, 38; tragedy, 33, 34, 
33, 79; Voltaire's plays on Greek themes, 
86, 87 ff, 105, 106, 108, 115, tl8, I 3 I, 
(49 

Green, F. C., 7 

Gnmm, Fnedrich Melchior, critical com- 
ments by, 89, loi, 133, 133 ff. patitm 

Grot, Ebenne, 119 

“Grounds of Cribcitm in Tragedy” (Dry- 
den), 48, 49 

Guatemozm, Mexican prmce, 810 

Gubbret, Let (Voltaire), loa, 103 B 

Guise, Duke of, 55, 91; Dryden's writings 
about, 37, 54, 55, 148 


Hamlet (Shakespeare), 3, 5, 6, 8, 33, 78, 88 
Havens, George R., 33 
Hehodorus, 14 

Hennade (Voltaire), 67, 69, 91, to3, 105, 
1*3. >30. 133. 148 

Henry IV of France, assassination of, 43, 33, 
148 

Henry IV (Shakespeare), 50 
Heroic romances, tragedy, tee Romances; 
Tragedy 

Hint de roman. Let (Boileau), 13 
Hmd and the Panther, The (Dryden), 53, 
71, 74. 76, 84 

Htttmre de la litt/ratnre franfoue (Lanson), 

6 

Hutotre det kttiraturet itrangiret (Demo- 
geot), 138 

Histoncal accuracy use of history by ardat, 
109, I 3 I, 149 

Histoncal tragedies, concepnons of Sbake- 
sjieare and Voltaire, to6, 109, 113 
HtUory of the League (Maimbourg), 33 
Hobbit Thomas, 3, 53, 34, 36, 64, 91, 93, 
147; conception of epic poet and bis hinc- 
bon, in letter preceding Gondtbert, 43- 
44; Dryden's a^irabon of, and indebt- 
edness to, 53 

Homer, 10, 16, 18, 19, 38, 30, 61, 62, 116, 
117, 118, 134 

Horace, 10, 37, 7611, 136 
"How a Young Man Ought to Hear Poems” 
(Plutarch), to 
Huet, Pienre>Dinid; 15 
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Hunan nature, omoeptbat of Dryden, 56, 
pt; and VdtiiK, 91 f* 

Urahim (Scuddiy), la, ij, 4a 
IHe de la poiae englaue (Yait), too 
Iliad (Honer), i, 18, ao, 49, ji, do, 6a, 
118, 149: Pope's preface to hu transla- 
tion, 61, 76 

Indian Empenur, The (Diyden), 5, 51, 5a, 
57, 70, 148; Vdtaire's interest in, and 
use of passages from, 56, 73 , 78, 81 S. 
passim, 96, 99, 153 S.; full of arguments 
upon natural religion* audacious introduc- 
tion of modern figures, 85, translator, 
too; use of romance materul, 105, 113, 
celebrated scene, excerpSs, IS3-S7 
Indian Queen, The (Dryden), 54; transla- 
tor, 100 

Iphigema in Tauns (Euripides), 139 

Irine (Voltaire), laa, 143 

Italian cnucs, ideas re epic poetry, 1 1 

James II (former Duke of York, qv), 48, 
59165 

Johnson, Samuel, 147 
Jones, Inigo, 45, 51 
Jooson, Ben, 35, 109 
louraal des savants, iia 
Jourmd kisumque, 137 
Jeumal httdrasre, 29 

Julius Caesar (Shakespeare), 5, 6, 8, 89 
Justerand, J. J,, 6 

King, see Sovereign 

U A, B, C (Voltaire), 118, lai, 149 

La Calprenide, Gauthier de Costes, 13 

Lacroix, Albert, 5, 7 

La Harpe, Jean-Franfois de, 137, 143 

La Mesnardiire, Hippolyte-Jules Pilet de, 13 

La Motte, Fouquf, 34, 59, laa 

Langbaine, Gerard, 33 

Language, see under English' French 

La Noire, Jean Sauvd de, 134 

Lanson, Gustave, 6 

La Place, Pierre Antoine de, 66 

Lsttvs of Poetry (Gildon), 61 

League, the, 55, 148 

Le Blanc, Jean B,, 36; views on English lan- 
guage and poetry, 34 f. 

Le Bossu, Ken6, la, 30, 33, 41, 66, X05, 
147; long utflucnce upon cnn^ clunatc 


of Fiance and England, i, 3; refimn 
movement, 14; reputatun 0 critic, 17; 
doctnne of poetry m allegory, 17 L; cele- 
biated definition of quc, 18; infiucnce in 
England, 45, 48, 58-65 passim; held up u 
best cnnc 1 ^ Dryden, 46; translated mto 
German, 150 

Lee, Nathaniel, see Dryden, John, and Lee 
Leibnitz, Gottfried W. von, 83 
Leigh, Richard, 55 
Le Moyne, Pierre, I3, 13, 4a, 57, 76 
Lessing, Gotthold E , 87, 148; discussion of 
nature of tragedy in the Brtefweehsel. 
150 

Le Tourneur, Pierre, 66 
Lettres d'un Franfoit (Le Blanc), 36, 34 
Lettres phdosophtques (Voltaire), 38, 33, 
33. 74. 75, 77. 7®. 80, first pnnnng: to 
whom addressed, 67; impressions of Eng- 
land brought out as, 69 
"Sur la tragfdie" (Voltaire), 69, 77, 79 
Lettre sur let spectacles (Rousseau), 36 
Lettres sur let Anglois (Muralt), 35 B , 39, 
67 

Lettres sur let Pranfott (Muralt), 33 
Lettres sur let oecupattons de I’AcadSmie 
(Ffnelon), 37 f , 39 
"Life of Lucian” (Dryden), 4711 
Lillo, George, lOO, 136 
Limited monarchy, 55 
Lion, Henn, 6 

Ltves of the Poets, The (Johnson), 147 
Locke, John, 3 

Lott de Minot, Las (Voltaire), 102, sign 
London Merchant, The (Lillo), 100, 136 
Louis XIV, I, 3, 14, 34, no great epic poet 
in court of, 1 , effect of regimentation of 
soaal order, 40, Voltaire's work on the 
tune of, 81 
Louis XV, 137 
Lounsbury, Thomas R , 6 
Love, as subject for heroic poetry, 14, 33; 
poets blamed for gallantry of the stage, 
33, 36, 106; as portrayed by Dryden* by 
French dramausts, 93, Voltaire's efforts 
to ban, as subject of tragedy, 106, 107 ff. 
Lucan, 18, 149 
Lucian, Dryden's Life of, 470 
Lucretius, 87 

Mtt^th (Shakespeare), 3, 5 
Maffei, Francesco Sajnone, Marquess di, 
*34 
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MiAomet (Voltaire), 5, 100, lao, 130, 135, 
148 

Mahomet il (La None), 134 
MaiinbouiK, Louu, $S, 148 
Maine, Duchesie du, 129 
Malfeieu, Nicolas de, 2, 129 
Mambrun, Le Kre, 13 
Mandeville, Bernard de, 3 
Manners, conception of tragedy as a school 
of, 24 

Manamne (Voltaire), 90, 107, 125, 130 
Manni, Gumbattista, la, 14, 16, $7 
Marmontel, Jean Francois, 125 
Medal, The (Dryden), 70, 74, 83, 84, 148 
Milanie (La Harpe), 127 
Mimmret et aventuret . . . (Prevost), 32. 
33 

Mendelssohn and others, Bnefwechtel, 150 
Mercure de France, 29, 93, 97, 123, 124. 

128, 13a, 133, 134 
Mirope (Malfei), 134 

Mirope (Voluirc), 87, 108, 11;, 121, 134, 
146 

Metaphors, 16, 52 

Milton, John, 1, 2, 49, 30, 33, 34, 35, 76, 
Addison's praise erf, 60; Dryden’s lines 
on, 73, 75, 76, evidence that he stepped 
out of the neoclassic frame, 147 
Mintumo, ii 
Minuet (Green), 7 
Mithndate (Raane), 107 
Modem Phdology, 70 

Modern sources, and names in plays, 85, 
iiaf 

Motte tauvi (Saint- Amant), 13 
Moliiie, quoted, ao 
Morurchy, limited, 55 
Montaigne, Michel Eyquem, Seigneur de, 
50, S4 

Montezuma, in play by Dryden, 54, 56, 78, 
811s, 153 ff. 

Moral pnnaple, Voltaire's introduction of, 
into tragedy, 2, 9, epic doctrine of poetry 
as, 14, 147; poetry and drama as branch 
of moral {dulosophy, 22, 37, 43; the aim 
of both epic and tragedy, a8; morality 
of the stage, 34; early sentunent in direc- 
tion of moral epic, 39; Arldison's belief 
in, 41, 60, 62; his Cato as eaample, 41; 
viewpoint of the new age: Jusaikation m 
neoelasac doctrme, 41; author should 
select mazim, 46, 61, 147; pohncal mo- 
rality the aim of qiic, 57; theory that poet 


is mote effective teacher dian derie, 64: 
Voltaire’s conformation to Dacier’s moral 
conception of tragedy; evidencea in his 
plays, 86-105: problem of the relatmn of 
ans and morals, 151 
Morand, Pierre de, 124 
Morize, Andrf, 117 

Mart de Citar, La (Voltaire), 5, 7, 24, 69, 
89 f., 108, 109, III, 120, 132 
Mulgrave, Earl of, 60 

Muralt, Bfat Louis de, 2, 23, 29, 32, 67, 
93: information and ideas in his Let- 
tret .... 25-27 

Nadal, Abb6, 95, 133 
Names, modern* introduced mto tragedies, 
8s, 106, 1 12 f 

’Nathan the Wue (l-etsiiig), 150 
Naves, Raymond, quoted, 4 
Nazis, books burned, 151 
Neoclassicism, affinity between epic and 
tragedy inherent in, I, 48, 109, 150, cen- 
tury of dominanon by critics, t, corre- 
spondence between English and French 
literary periods: contemporary philosoph- 
ical and pohncal speculations, 3; two 
great conceptions which dominated 
thinkuig, 10; refusal of Corneille and 
Racine to be bound by dogma, 13; ethical 
theory of epic poetry central to, ao; based 
upon Renaissance materials, 39; moral 
viewpoint of new age found jusufication 
m, 41; exposition of French theory in 
England, 42, 45, smgle neoclassic com- 
mumty formed by England and France, 
64, belief m divme intervention, 87, 88, 
105: conception of epic poet, 105; end- 
asm and ideal of epic-tragedy passed into 
Germany, 150 
Newton, Sir Isaac, 40 
Nicolai and others. Brief tvechtel, 150 
Night, works with descnptions of, 57 
NouveUet latirairei, 89, 125, 128, 130, 137 
Nouvettute du Pamatte, Le, 131, 132 

Ohienmtions tur let ientt modemet, 124, 
128 

Odyttey (Homer), 61 
(Edipe (Voltaire), 330, 87, laa, 129 
(Edipus (Dryden and Le*), 27, 30, 71, 84 
“Oedipus” legend die be» at all subjects 
for tragedy, 87 
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(Bmm mSies (SMiit'Evieniaiid). 17, 340 
"Of Heniqne Pla]rei” (Drydcn), 80 
(Mtvct, Abbfd’, 127 
Ofymfte (Volniie), 102, 103, 114 
Open, TAe Tempest in, 3: evolution of he- 
roic play linked to, ji 
Orette (Vidtain), 87, 108, 121, 129, 140, 
>45 

Orpkelin de la Chitte, V (Voltaire), 101, 
123 

Othetto (Shaketpearo), j, 6, 8, 58 
Otway, Ihomas, 33, 77 
Ovid, 137 
Oxell, Joiin, 640 

Painting, parallel with poetry, 31 
PanUei, tragedy’s um of, 38; Voltaire’s five 
playi on Gr^ themes, 87; hts plays 
became more obviously parables against 
fanandam and religious hgotiy, 103; his 
freedom of, m use of romance, 118: tee 
afro Allegory; Fables 

Paradise Lost (Milton), i, 30, 33, 34; Ad- 
dison’s papen on, 60 
Pelletier du Mans, Jaques, 1 1 
Pemberton, John, quoted, 63 
Perfidy, 118 
Petrar^, n 
Peyre, Henri, 3 
Pharsalia (Lucan), 18, 149 
Phidre (Raane), 31, 34, 36, 37; Dryden’s 
attack on, 30 
Philips, Ambrose, 30 
Philosopher, supenonty of dramatut, 33 
Philosophical thought in English litenture, 
103, 148 

Philoao(diy, moral, see Moral prmciple 
Pity and terror suited to tiagedy, ii, 13, 18, 
33, 36, 63, 130 

PizaiTO in play by Dryden, 78, 83, 133 S. 

Place, uiuty of, 13 

Plato, 10, 28 

Pldia^, the, ii 

Plutarch, 10 

Poet, views of the function of, 9, 18; as a 
political force, 40; as teacher of morality 
more eifecnve dian clenc, 64, esteem in 
which hdd in England: public posts, 93; 
neoclassic conceptions of: as moral phi- 
losopher and preceptor to the state, 103, 
>47 

Paeltes (Aristotle), 10, 18, 151 

Poetry, epic docttme of, as a moral lesson. 


14, 147 (see alto Moral principle); origin 
arid purpose m Greece, >8L; rules for- 
mulated by Aristotle, 19, 34, 57, neces- 
sity for obeying them, 19; and drama as 
branch of moral philosophy, 22, 37, 43; 
liberty of verse without rhyme (g-e.), 
39; parallel with painting, 31; three l^ds, 
44; epic and tragedy the narrative and 
dramatic forms of heroic, 64; see also 
Epic, Tragedy 

Political conservatism, of Voltaire, 9; of 
Dryden, 33, 55 f- 

Political force, conception of epic poet as, 
40 

Political morality the aim of epic, 37 
Pohtical satire of Dryden, 46 
Pompadour, Madame de, 142 
Pompie (Corneille), 79 
Pope, Alexander, i, 8, 39, 32, 63, 67, 70, 
72, 76, 84; use of Le Bossu m prefaces to 
his translations of the Iliad and the 
Odyssey, 61 , quoted, 62, Voltaire’s com- 
parison of, with Dryden, 83 
Force, Charles, 33 
Pour et contre, 32, 33, 68, 124, 128 
Preface to the Pities (Dryden), 4 
Prfvost, Antoine F., 33, 33, 68, 123 
Prtnee Arthur (Blackmoie), 39, 60 
Prtneeste de Clives, La (Boursault), 113 
Prior, Matdiew, 92 

Prose as medium for epic tragedy, 39, 133, 
133 ff., 146 

Prosodte fraufoise (d’Obvet), 127 
Protestant-Catholic controversy, 40, 33 
Pucelle, la (Cliapelain), 57 
Punishment as warning against wrong- 
doing, 19, 28, 87, 88 

Questions sur I'Encyclopidte, 83, 84 
Qum, actor, 3 

’’Quinaudene,’’ term of reference to Taire, 
106 

Quinault, 106, 119 

Racme, Jean Bapnste, 3, 13, 14, 3i, 37, 31, 
3». 34, 38, >07, 112, 119, 128, 131, 1431 
outside narrow orbit of neoclassic dogma, 
13; blamed for emphasis on love, 33, 
106; Samt-Evremond’s cnticiam, 34; 
son’s amtude toward tragedies of, 36; 
enlightenment nowhere reflected m, 40; 
attacks by Dryden, 49 f,, 80, 93; sqrle, 
117, 133, 133, 137, 138, 141, X45, 146, 
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150; Voluiie’i shift £mm CorneiUe to, 
133, 143 S,’, style a many-oiled model: its 
imitstofs, 145 

Racine, Louis, 38; case for epic tragedy set 
by, 33-37; on style, 133 
Ramsey, Andrew Michel, 38; ideas m his 
treatise on epic poetry, 38 f. 

Rapm, Ren^, 3, 31, 33, 38, 43, 46, 48, 49, 
64, 66, 93, 146, 147; long influence upon 
critical clunate of France and En^nd, i, 
3; quoted, 13, 16; reform movement, 14: 
exposition of the theory of epic didacb- 
cum, 15-17; reasons for superior genius 
of the English, 36, Voltaire’s conformity 
to the moral precepts of, 86, 88, 106, 
131 

Ravaillac, Franfois, 43, 33 
Raynal, Gmllaume Thomas Franfois, Abfa6, 
135 , » 3 «» 

Reahty, portrayal of, not the purpose of 
dranu, 109 

Sif extons cnttguet tur la poesie et la petn- 
sure (Du Bos), 39, 30 S 
Rlfiezions sue la pofUque d’Anstote 
(Rapm), 13-17, 49; Rymer's translation 
and preface, 56 

“Rfflexions sur la tragfdie" (Grimm), ia6 
Rehearsal (play was anonymous (probably 
wntten by Buckingham and several oth- 
ers), 80 

Relipo Lata (Dryden), 53, 76 
Religion, fanaticism m England, and its 
chief opponents, 3; ammde of Hobbes, 3, 
43, disputes the chief penl of Restoration 
^gland, 40, 33; Dryden's attitude 
toward, 33 S., 76, 83, greed at the bot- 
tom of faruticitm, 34; atauons from 
Dryden about, 70, 75; his poems defend- 
ing Anghcan and Catholic doctrines, 76; 
charge of blasphemy as weapon, 83; a 
Dryden play full of arguments upon nat- 
ural religion, 85; Voltaire's natural reli- 
gion, 91; his reaction to, and campaigns 
agidnst, bigotry and persecutions, 91, loi, 
103; religion mtroduced mto his plays, 
96, TOO, 103; unfavorable public reac- 
tion, 95, 104; tune of rdigious wars, 
superstition and fanaUcism dangers to 
state, 148 

Remarks on Pnnce Arthur (Deimu), 60 
Remarquet sur Midie (Voltaire), 143 
Renaissance, notion of epic-tragedy, 11; 
neodasskitm baaed upon materials <A, 
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39; conception of poet at moral ffliilot- 
opber an integral part of e^ dieory, 147 
Republic, Dryden’s attitude toward, 56 
Republican ideas in Voltaue’t Romiu ^ays, 
90 

Restoration England, heroic conceptioa ct 
tragedy, 1, 3, 3; reasons for Fren^ inter- 
est m tragedy, 34; religious disputes, 40, 
53; theater, 41; powerful influence of 
Hobbes, 43 

Rhyme, liberation of verse from, 39; tragedy 
handicapped by, 58; use m theater de- 
fended by Voltaire, 83; battle between 
prose and, at medium for tragedy, 133 ff., 
146; Voltaire’s use of alternating, 14a 
Richelieu, Louis-Franfois-Armand du Ples- 
sis, due de, 34, 59 
Richer, 134 

Rigault, Hippolyte, 33, quoted, 17, 117 
Rodogune (Corneille), 132, 143, 144 
Roman Catholic Church, 43, 76; controversy 
with Protestants, 40, 33; Dryden’s en- 
trance mto- hu discussion of the contro- 
versy, 53 

Romance languages, ongm, 73 
Rpmances, heroic: reform movement 
launched against, 14 ff ; subject matter 
for senes of tragedies inaugurated by 
Voltaire, 86, 90 ff., 103; plays most suc- 
cessful as, 103 , 113; introduction of 
French names mto, 106, ti3 f , 118, lai; 
material of, adapted to his didactic pur- 
pose* concaved as epic fables in prose, 
ir8 

Roman crinct, ideas of, 10 
Roman themes, Voltaire’s plays on, 86, 89 f., 
103, 106, 108 ff., 113, 118, 131 , 149 
Ratrte sttssvie (Voluire), 109, no, 113, 116, 

*40 

Ronsard, Pierre de, ii 
Roscommon, Wentworth Dillon, edi earl of, 
quoted, 39 
Rousseau, J. B., 95 
Rousseau, J J., 36, 33, 83 
Rousseau . . . (Texte), 6 
Rowe, Nicholas, 34, 30, 39 
Rymer, Thomas, 13, 23, 39, 38, 6e; ideas, 
theories, and works oi, 56-39: translation 
of Rapm’s Riflexiont, 56; onmA upon 
Shakespeare, 58 

Sabtnus (Richer), 134 

Saint-Aniant, Marc-Antniiie de (Sdmd, 13 
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Sibt>E¥ieiiioiidi Chtilet de, a, 17, aa, 33; 
idea* ia critical wriiiiigi, 34 f.; oUtga- 
tmi of Vdtaire and otben to, asa 
Stht Louu (Le Moyne), 57 
Saicey, Franciiqiie, quoted, aon 
.Sadce, polmcal, of O^den, 46 
Satincal L’A, B, C, of Voltaire, 118, lai, 
U9 

Sealiger, JuJea-CfMr, ii, 14 
Scott, Sir Walter, opimoni about Dryden, 
50. 53 

ScuiMty, Georgei de, la, 14, 4a 
Seythti, Us (Voltaire), 101, 103 
Secret Love (Dryden), 113 
Segrau, Jean B. de, 15; quoted, la 
Simmmiu (Voltaire), S, 6, So, 86, 87 ff, 
108, 114, 131, 130, 135, 136, 139, 140, 
148: Duteruuioo . . . publiihed with, 
80 

Shakeipeare, ay, 30, 33, 39, 49, 51, 60, 109. 
113, 114; played only in expurgated and 
adapted vertioiu; later revival, a, influ- 
ence upon Voluire, 4, j S., 106, iia; pe- 
riod of blindneti in regard to, 6, 33, Dry- 
den put above, by mmor cnucs, 35; held 
to have led the Englith astray, 37; play 
altered by Dryden, 48, 35; Rymer's attack 
upon, the pniKiple source for Voltaire's 
cnucal method in dealing with, $8; tians- 
lanont into Ftench, 66; rarely cited by 
Voltaire, 7a, 75, 78; not appreciated by 
him, 77, 80; use of the supernatural, 88, 
Voltaire's Roman plays accepted as in 
imitation of, 89 

Shakespeare and Voltaire (Lounsbury), 6 
Shakeipeare en France (Jusserand), 6 
Shelfeld, John, 6a 
Sherlock, Martin, 84 

Short View 0/ the .. . Engfuh Stage. A 
(Collier), 39, 60 

Short Vieiv of Tragedy (Rymer), 57 
SiMe de Lotos XIV (Voltaire), 8t, 138 
Sthgt de Calais, U (Belloy), 136 
Siege of Rhodes (Davenant), ;i 
Socrates, 38, 34 
Sonet, Edouard, quoted, 7, 138 
Sophocles, 130, 134 

Settiner, collecuon of Voltaire's notes, 8, 69, 
7a ft., 94 

Sovereign, support of, a hincbon of epic, 
41; poet as preceptor of, 147 
Spamsh Fryar, The (Dryden), 53, 74, 75, 
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Spectacle and action, meaning and use ef, 
*>4 

Spectator, ig, 70, 71; Voltaire's observa- 
tions drawn from, 71, 76 
Spectators banned from stage, 114 
Spenser, Edmund, 47 

Steele, Richard, 34, 39, 65, 93; views ex- 
pressed in Tatler papers, 61 
Stuart monarchs, rule supported by Dry- 
den, 41; court life of, abandoned, 59 
Style, Voltaire's attempt to heighten, 2; 
movement toward prose, 39, 133, 133 S., 
146; for tragedy and epic difimntuted: 
English and French compared, 33; Dry- 
den's, 51 f., 76, 78, 8s, 133, 137-40, 145, 
qualities outstanding in Engli^, 85; Jean 
l^cine's lauded as model, 117, 133, 137, 
138, 141, 14s, 146; Voltaire's attempts to 
elevate, 133-46; movement for bold and 
figurative, lost momentum: sentiment m 
hivor of lowering, 133, the age conscious 
of, 133; literary cnncisms and debates, 
133 ff passim, Louis Racine's position, 
133, Voltaire's meaning of epic style, and 
jusnficabon of its use, 134 
Supernamral, proper use of, 89 
Swift, Jonathan, 3 


Tancride (Voltaue), 9, I03, ii3, 113, 114, 

115, 116, laa, 141 f . 145. 146 

Tasso, Torquato, ii, 14, 50, 57, 116 
Tader papers of Steele, 61 
Teghs (Morand), 134 
TiUmaqne (Fenelon), 37, 38, 63, ii8f., 
136, 149; considered the outstandmg 
epic, 32, 30; Ramsay's discourse prefixed 
to, 38 

Tempest, The (Shakespeare), opera version, 
3 

Temple, William, 59 
Terror, tee Pity and Terror 
Texte, Joseph, 6, 25, 38, 32 
Theater, English, during Restoranon, 41; 
opera and masques as subsututes for 
theatrical performances during Common- 
wealth, SI, Shakespeare said to lack 
knowledge of English and French com- 
pared, 77, Voltaire's remarks about Eng- 
lish, 79 

Thiitre des Greco, Le (Brumoy), 33 
'nuenot, Nicolas-Claude, 67, 68 
Tunc, unity of, I3 
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Toiiiei; Raymond, la 

"To my honoiird Kmtman, John Driden” 
(Dtyden), 74 

Touon, lacob, publisher, 67, 75 

Toney, Norman 8, 70, 7a 

Tragidtes de Voluure (Lion), 6 

Tragedy, identificauon with epK poem, i, 
10 ff., 37, 61, 64, 109, 147; important for 
underttandmg of Voltaire's approach to 
theater, 1; Dryden the leading exponent, 
I, 66, 147; introducOan into, of moial 
prinaple i, a, 9, 20, 38; reason 

for French emphasis upon, a; de&iitians, 
4, 9; heroic quality of Voltaire's concep- 
tion, 4: Dryden's and Voltaire's parallel 
conceptions of epical nature of, 9; Renais- 
sance notion, 11; distinguished from 
epic, 11, IS, 37, 61; pity and terror ex- 
ated by, 11, 13, 18, aa, 36, 63, 150: 
when full weight of theory of epic di- 
dacticism brought to bear upon, 14 ff.; 
ethical theory held applicable to both 
epic and, ao, concepbont of French crit- 
ics of early eighteenth century, aa-38, 
Athahe the most nearly perfect of mod- 
ern, aa, as a school of manners, a4; liter- 
ary crmasms and debates re style battle 
between prose and rhyme, ap, iaa-46 
pattttn (see also Rhyme; Style); Shake- 
speare said not to conform to rules, 30; 
underlymg bases of the conceptions of, 
38, 149; French theater's failure to at- 
tain essential standards, 38; English the- 
ory and practice from 1660 to 1735, 39- 
6s passm, evolution linked to that of 
opera, yr, Dryden's three mam points 
for, 80, Voltaire's requirements, 81; his 
conformation to Daaer's moral concep- 
tion, 86-105, the "Oedipus” legend bat 
subject for, 87, great importance of Vol- 
taire's “Fable” in undentanding his at- 
titude toward proper subject matter, 109; 
Lasmg’s conception of, 150; see also 
Epic; Poetry 

Traisi du poeme iptqtte (Le Bossu), 17 

TratSi sur la poeste drasnatsque et modeme 
(Louis Racine), views set forth in, 3s ff. 

Trapp, Joseph, 61 

Tnumvsrat, Le (Voltaire), 109, 111, 115, 
M 5 

Trodus astd Cresstda (Shakapeare) Dry- 
den’s adaptation of, 48, S 5 

Tynsnnse hove (Dtyden), 43, S3, 54 
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Umties, dianutic, 12 f.; etHy sentiment ia 
direction of, 39 

Vanbrugh, John, 93 
Van Doren, Mark, 17 
Vasquez m play by Dtyden, 56 , 153 
Vemee Preserved (Otway), 33, 77 
A^llemam, Franfois, 5; quoted, 137 
Vindicasson of the DttHe tsf Gtsise (Dtyden), 
55 

Virgil, a, 9, II, 16, 18, 38, 46, S 7 > ti^i 
ia8, 134; Dryden’s translabon of die 
Aeneid (q.v.), 48, s>, 87; his indebted- 
ness to, S2 

Voltaire, Fran(ou Mane Arouet de, la, 16, 
38, 31, 33, 47, 49, 59, 60, 61, 630, 6s; 
program for reform cd theater, i, a; im- 
portance of heroic conception of tragedy 
and Its source, to understanding of bis 
approach to theater and relations with 
English stage, i ; conformation to Dacier's 
moral conception of tragedy: evidenca of 
didacuc purpose of his plays, a, 86-10$; 
relanons with English drama: its uiflu- 
ence upon hun, 3, 3, 5, 9, 9a f., 105, 106, 
113, 148; similanocs of Dryden and, 3, 
5i 7i 9. 55i 80, 85, 131 , 137 ff., 149 (see 
also entries under Dryden, John), con- 
ception of tragedy recognized in recent 
cnucism, 4; review of cnacal opinion re 
his relations with Engluh theater, $ d > 
Shakesjieare’s influence, 4, $ ff., 89, 106, 
iia (see entries under Shakapeare), col- 
lecnons of notebooks, titlei of those pub- 
lished where others preserved, 8, 69, 7a, 
74; authors cited in notebooks, 8, 69 ff. 
passim, 94; doctruie and use of epic didac- 
ucism of Dryden and, 9, 86-10$ passim, 
attempts to elevate dramatic style, aa, laa- 
46, 149; reacnon to bis mtroduction of 
religion into theater, 34, 95, 104; the 
scholar of Saint-Eviemond, asn; knowl- 
edge of Muralt’s Lettres . . ,36; theory 

diat was part of academic background: 
study under Porfe, 33; parallelism of epic 
and dramatic poetry everywhere implied 
in cntical ideas and plays of, 37; cvi- 
denca of his knowledge of, and mterat 
m, the ideas and works of Dryden, $3, 53, 
66-85, 9a, 106, 148 (see sdso The Indmu 
Emperour); date and length of stay m 
England, 66, 68; what he found there, 66; 
approach to literature critical, 66, 86, 147; 
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Vcteue (CommwaO 
fint attempt at exprenioB m En^iih, 
npoa En^uh theater, 71; quonag-by- 
memoiy ability, 75, 83; emyi of Dryden 
and, expietmig thdr moit advanced poti- 
tionf. Bo; requitementi for tragedy, 81; 
atntiide toward Corneille, 81, lofi, 108, 
116, 132, 139, 14311.; with turn from 
MUt leans to pnqnganda, went to writ- 
ingt irf Enghtb deuti, 85; heroic ro- 
mances, 86, 90 S„ loa, loy, 106, 1 13-21 
fatism, 149 {tee also Romances); use of, 
and plays on, Greek themes, 86, 87 if , 
105, 106, 108, 115, 118, III, 149; on 
Roman themes, 86, 89 f., toy, 106, 
108 ff., 115, 118, 131, 149; choice of sub- 
ject matter, 87, 90, 105, 106-21, success 
of first play, 87; ideas central to his phi- 
losophy and to apic tradition embodied 
in heroic romances, 91; campaign against 
bigotry and mtoleiance, 91, 101, 105, con- 
ception of human namie, 93; ideas sym- 
bohaed by hu characters, 91, atntude 
toward Racine, 93, 133, 143 , 150; reli- 

gion in plays, 96, 100, 103; did not aban- 
don drama* tendency of theater to fall 
apart into its various elements, 101, most 
popular plays, 102, 115, 146, play banned 
because implicanons dangerous, 104, as 
Patruich of Ferney. plays became more 
obviously parables agamst fanauasm and 
religious bigotry, loy; decadence of the- 
ater a central theme, 106; tragedy with- 
out love his objeenve, 106, 107 if., intro- 
duction of modern names, 106, iiaf., 
118, I3i; ideas about historical accuracy 
and use of history by amst, 109, 121, 149, 
grew less “Homenc,” 116; other chang- 
ing allegiances, ii6f, 122; reliance on 


melodramatic atuanoa: devices used, 1 19; 
reasons for appeal of bis tragedies, 120; 
concern for French language, 13a, 128 1 , 
141; opposition to tragedy m prose, 122, 
133; fai^c ideal modified, 138; shifts m 
style, 138, 130, 133. *34. »39. »45i on 
vigor of En^ish language and style, 139, 
131, 133; plays u pompous style given 
cold lecepnon, 133; those representing his 
loftiest heights, 135 S.; use of alternating 
rhyme, 142; dominated theater* stylunc 
range* three best plays in a simple style, 
146; books burned by Nazis, 151 
Voltaire . . (Sonet), 7 
Voltaire Library m Lenmgrad, 70 
"Voloire’s English Notebook” (Torrey), 
in 

Vossius, Gfrard-Joseph, 13 

Wagniire, Voltaire’s secretary, 8, 69 
Whigs, 41, 55, 56; Whig'Tory quarrels, 40 
White, Rorence D,, 76 
Wife of Bath's Tale (Chaucer), versions of 
Dryden and Voltaire, 82 
William and Maty, influence, 41, 59 
Wotton, Willuun, 59 

Yart, Abbf, 5, 100, quoted, Z2» 

York, Duke of (later James II, q.v.'), 48, 55, 
148 

ZOre (Voluire), 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, *4. *5. 54. 80, 
84, 86, 105, 106, II 3 , 113, 115, 120, 133, 
133, 141, 146, 148, first heroic romance 
tragedy, 86, 90; new type of subject m. 
an overwhelming success, 90; theme of, 
and ideas expressed m, 92-96 
Zayde (Segrais), 15 
Zulme (Voltaire), 116 




